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	The body is honest about its desires.

	It is the heart that lies.

	— C.E.

	 


Chapter One

	The Life We Curated

	The passcode for his phone is our anniversary, and I have known it for nine years, and until tonight that felt like trust.

	October. The apartment smells of the candles I ordered from a shop in Paris, bergamot and something faintly woody that I cannot name but have burned every autumn since we moved in. Daniel is in the kitchen pouring Barolo—I can hear the particular sound of it, thick and deliberate—and I am standing at the window in my stocking feet watching rain move across the Manhattan skyline like a gray curtain being drawn.

	We have a beautiful life. I know this because I built it the way I build everything: carefully, with attention to detail and an eye for what reads as true. The apartment on the thirty-eighth floor with its floor-to-ceiling glass, the Danish credenza we carried home from a shop in Copenhagen because the cab would have scratched it, the abstract painting above the fireplace that we spent forty minutes arguing about in a Tribeca gallery and then bought anyway because Daniel said—correctly—that anything worth having is worth a brief argument. The wedding photo on the coffee table, silver-framed, the two of us laughing at something the photographer said just before the shutter clicked. We look the way people look when they are not yet afraid of anything.

	That was nine years ago. We were thirty and thirty-two. We thought we knew what we were doing.

	"Dinner's almost ready," Daniel calls.

	"Just watching the rain," I call back.

	This is what we do. We call to each other across rooms. We have a shorthand for everything: two taps on the shoulder means I need to leave this party, a certain tilt of the head means I'm proud of you, a specific silence at the end of an evening means it was a good day. We have been fluent in each other for so long that I have mistaken the fluency for intimacy. It is not the same thing. I understand that now, in the way you understand things only after the fact, when the information arrives too late to be useful.

	But I don't understand it yet. Not tonight. Tonight I am just a woman in stocking feet watching rain.

	✦

	We met at a rooftop party in Brooklyn twelve years ago, the kind of party where neither of us knew the host particularly well and we'd both come as the plus-one of a mutual friend who disappeared an hour in. Daniel was standing at the far edge of the roof with a beer he wasn't drinking, looking at the skyline with the expression of a man who was thinking about something that had nothing to do with the party. I know now that he was working through a structural problem in his head—he does that, retreats into the architecture of things when he needs to think—but at the time it just looked like the most attractive solitude I had ever seen.

	I went and stood beside him. Not to talk to him—I was not, at thirty, the kind of woman who struck up conversations with attractive strangers—but because the view from that edge was better and I wanted to see the city from that angle.

	He said: "The Empire State Building has forty-five miles of telephone cable inside it."

	I said: "That seems excessive."

	He said: "Most impressive things are."

	We talked until four in the morning. We talked about architecture and branding and a novel we'd both read and disliked for different reasons and the particular loneliness of being good at your job when your job doesn't require anyone to know who you are. We talked about our families and our apartments and the specific New York of the years when you are in your late twenties and feel simultaneously like you are failing and accelerating. When the roof emptied and the host's roommate came out to tell us we had to leave, neither of us moved for a full minute.

	I have thought about that minute many times in the years since. That minute before we had to become anything to each other—before we exchanged numbers and went on the first date and fell in love and made all the decisions that led us to this apartment, this wine, this particular Tuesday in October. That minute when we were just two people who had been startled by each other.

	I wonder sometimes if I have spent the last twelve years trying to get back to that minute. If that's what love is, for some people—the pursuit of the original startlement.

	Dinner is salmon with capers and crusty bread I picked up from the bakery on Amsterdam Avenue on my way home from the office. Daniel has set the table properly, cloth napkins and everything, even though it's a Tuesday, because he grew up in a house where the table was always set properly and the habit stuck. He pours me wine before sitting down. He asks about my day with his whole face, not the half-attention of a man who is also thinking about his phone.

	This is the version of Daniel I fell in love with. The version who listens with his full body, who tips his head to one side when he's genuinely interested in what you're saying, who has an opinion about everything and the good grace not to insist on it. He is, by any reasonable measure, a good man. He has been a good husband. I have believed this without reservation for nine years.

	I still believe it, I think. That is the part I have not yet figured out how to carry: you can believe something and also know that it cannot hold both things at once, and you do it anyway, because the alternative is to put down one of them, and you don't know yet which one to lose.

	But I am getting ahead of myself. Tonight, I don't know anything.

	"The Morrison project goes to committee next week," Daniel says, refilling his glass. "If the financing comes through, they break ground in March."

	"That's the mixed-use one? In Midtown?"

	"Yes. The one with the atrium." He cuts his salmon. "Serena's been pushing the sustainability angle and I think it's actually working on the committee. They respond to language like that."

	Serena. The name passes through me like something I'll remember later, the way a song lyric will sit unnoticed in the back of your mind until the day it suddenly means something.

	"Smart," I say.

	"She's good," he says. And then he changes the subject, and I let him, and we talk about the documentary we've been meaning to watch and the anniversary dinner I've been thinking about booking and whether we should go to Portugal again for Christmas or try somewhere new.

	We are good at dinner conversation. We are good at the surface of the life we have made. I will think about this later—about how efficiently we have learned to skim.

	✦

	After dinner, Daniel takes a call in the study. Something about the Morrison project—I can hear the cadence of it through the door, the particular rise and fall of his professional voice, which is different from his private voice in ways so subtle I've spent twelve years cataloguing them. I clear the table. I rinse the plates.

	My phone is charging in the bedroom. I realize I never ordered the dinner reservation I meant to make—our ninth anniversary is six weeks away and the restaurant books up. I look around for something to use and his phone is on the kitchen counter, face down, three feet away.

	I pick it up. I type in the anniversary.

	The notification is already visible on the lock screen before I even get to the browser.

	I tell myself: it is probably a work contact. A client. A joke I put in myself once and forgot. There are a hundred explanations. I am a rational woman. I am in my own kitchen on a Tuesday in October and there is no reason—

	Her ❤️

	I open it. The messages load in reverse chronological order, newest at the top. My eyes go to the bottom automatically. I scroll.

	I miss you.

	When will I see you?

	You mean everything to me.

	I can't stop thinking about you.

	I wish she didn't exist.

	I read the last line three times.

	Not because I don't understand it. I understand it with a clarity that is almost physical, the way you understand a very cold temperature—not intellectually but in the body, in the chest, in the specific place behind the sternum where the good things live.

	She. The woman he wishes didn't exist. The obstacle. His wife.

	Me.

	I put the phone down exactly where I found it. I go to the bedroom and sit on the edge of the bed and do not move.

	In the study, Daniel is still talking about load-bearing structures.

	 


Chapter Two

	Her ❤️

	I sit on the edge of the bed for a long time.

	The room is quiet except for the rain and the distant sound of Daniel's voice and the particular silence inside my own head, which is not silence at all but the absence of the thoughts I can no longer have. The ones about our anniversary dinner. The ones about Portugal at Christmas. All the small forward-looking thoughts that make up the texture of a life—gone, replaced by a single sentence I am turning over and over the way you work a splinter you cannot reach.

	I wish she didn't exist.

	He said it in a text message. He typed it, read it back, decided it was a thing he meant to communicate, and pressed send. I know this because I work in language for a living—I have spent fifteen years understanding how words function as signals, how the gap between what something says and what it means is where all the real information lives. A brand that tells you it is trustworthy is not the same as a brand that behaves in ways that make you trust it. A man who tells his wife he loves her is not the same as a man who, in private, has arranged his interior life around a different woman.

	My hands are in my lap. I notice they are completely still.

	He never touched her. The phrase arrives from nowhere, fully formed. Whatever else is in those messages—and there is more, I know there is more—the physical line was not crossed. I know Daniel. I know the particular architecture of his conscience. If he had touched her, the messages would read differently. There would be a different quality of longing in them, more desperate, less pure. What I read was not the language of a man managing the aftermath of a physical affair. It was something older and, I am beginning to understand, more permanent.

	It was the language of a man in love.

	I get up. I go back to the kitchen. His phone is still on the counter where I left it, face down, ordinary-looking. A rectangle of black glass. I pick it up again, type in our anniversary, and read the thread from the beginning.

	It started eleven months ago. November of last year. The first messages are careful, collegial—project logistics, a shared file, a link to a zoning article he thought she'd find useful. She sends back a line about the article that makes him laugh. I know this because he types: "That made me laugh out loud in a meeting. My assistant thought I'd lost it."

	She says: "Worth it."

	He says: "Definitely worth it."

	I read two hundred and forty-seven messages. It takes twenty-three minutes. I know this because I look at the time when I start and the time when I finish and there are twenty-three minutes between them, twenty-three minutes in which the person I was before I
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