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PROLOGUE

	The Bright Room

	There is a particular kind of invisible that only happens in a bright room.

	Not the lonely kind. The other one. The kind where two hundred people have come out on a cold night to celebrate one man, and you are the woman standing at his elbow, and every camera in the room finds the half-inch of air just past your shoulder, because that is where he is.

	I had been that woman for eight years, and I had gotten very good at it.

	That night the magazine had named my husband one of the eleven chefs remaking the way the country ate. There was a party for it, because there is always a party. A rooftop with heat lamps and a view of the river, waiters threading the crowd with small spoons of something my husband had not made, and a step-and-repeat banner with the magazine's logo printed eleven hundred times so that no photograph could exist without it. Sebastian wore the navy suit. I had chosen the navy suit. He looked, in it, like a man you would trust with your last good idea.

	A woman from the magazine stood up and gave a toast, and the words were the words they always were. Vision. Instinct. A palate that comes along once in a generation. She said that Sebastian Crane could taste a dish and tell you the one thing it was missing, and the room made the warm sound a room makes when it agrees. I made the sound too. I was holding a glass of champagne I had no intention of drinking, because somebody on that roof had to remember in the morning what had been promised and to whom, and it was never going to be him.

	Here is the thing the woman from the magazine did not know, and the room did not know, and the eleven hundred logos did not know.

	The dish she was talking about was mine.

	So were the other eighteen.

	Nineteen courses on the tasting menu that was about to make my husband famous a second time, and I had written every one of them, in pencil, in a notebook that had belonged to my grandmother, in handwriting that was unmistakably not his. He could taste a dish and tell you the one thing it was missing. That part was even true. He had a wonderful mouth and a wonderful memory and a way of making other people feel that being near him was the same as being good. What he could not do was sit alone in a quiet kitchen at six in the morning and build the thing out of nothing. That had always been me. The money had been mine, from a family that made furniture for a hundred years before I was born. The lease was mine. The name on the liquor license, the name on the corporate filings that no one ever reads, all of it traced back through a holding company to a girl named Ellery who had once thought that loving a man and building him were the same act.

	He was the name.

	I was the reason.

	I used to find a kind of peace in that. I want to be honest with you, because we are going to be together for a while and I would rather you not think better of me than I deserve. For eight years I told myself that the invisible was a gift. That a person could pour herself into something and not need her face on it. That standing in the bright room being no one was a generous thing to do, and generosity was a kind of strength.

	I believed that the way you believe the weather will hold because you have somewhere to be.

	I want to tell you I saw it coming. I didn't. I found out the way most people find out — too late to stop it and just in time to decide what kind of woman I was going to be inside it. It was a Tuesday in January, eleven weeks before the restaurant that bore his name was going to open its doors, and I was sitting at my own kitchen table doing the one thing in our marriage that nobody else was ever willing to do, which was the math.

	I am going to tell you what I found.

	And then I am going to tell you, in order, exactly what I did about it — every quiet, smiling, patient thing — and I am going to ask you only one thing in return, which is that you do not look away at the part where I stop being kind.

	I stopped being kind on a Tuesday in January.

	It took until the first Saturday in April for anyone to notice.

	 

	
ONE

	The Cards

	The morning it broke open, I was reconciling the cards.

	It is not a glamorous sentence. Nobody writes a magazine profile about the woman who reconciles the cards. But somebody in every business has to be the person who sits down on the second Tuesday of the month with a laptop and a cooling cup of coffee and matches every charge against a receipt, line by line, until the number the bank thinks we spent and the number we think we spent are the same number. In our marriage, in all four of our restaurants and the fifth one that was three weeks from opening, that person was me. It had always been me. Sebastian said numbers gave him hives. He said it the way some men say they can't cook, with a little pride hidden inside the helplessness, because being unable to do a thing is one way of making sure you never have to.

	I didn't mind. I want that on the record too. I liked the cards. I liked the way a month looked when you laid it flat — the produce invoices, the fish guy, the linen service, the small recurring bleed of a business that is alive. You can read a restaurant in its statements the way a doctor reads blood. I could tell you which line cook had quit by the drop in the late-night taxi charges. I could tell you Sebastian had been in a good mood in October because he had bought a hundred and forty dollars of single-origin chocolate from a man in Oaxaca for no reason any menu required.

	I was three pages into January when I found the hotel.

	The Mercer. A Thursday night, two weeks before, four hundred and ten dollars including tax, paid on the company American Express. I looked at it for a moment the way you look at a word you have read a thousand times that has suddenly gone strange on the page.

	The Mercer is a hotel. We do not stay in hotels in our own city. We have a house, with a kitchen I designed and a bed I bought, eleven minutes from the Mercer in good traffic.

	I told myself a story, because that is the first thing a person does. I am not ashamed of it; I think it is human, the storytelling, the way the body throws its hands up before a fall. I told myself it was a tasting. Sebastian took meetings in hotel bars sometimes, with investors who liked to feel important, and the Mercer had a restaurant, and maybe a private room, and maybe a long dinner had become a late night and a comped room rather than a car home. There were nine plausible stories and I tried each one on and most of them fit, almost, the way a shoe fits if you don't intend to walk in it.

	I wrote a note in the little column I keep for things to ask him. Mercer — 1/8 — confirm. Then I kept going, because there were two more pages, and the fish guy had double-billed us for the langoustines, and I was, even then, the kind of person who finishes the column before she lets herself feel anything.

	I had finished the column when his email came in.

	The subject line was Sterne piece — can you eyeball your quotes? and I felt, I remember, a small warm thing, because it was a thing married people do, checking each other's quotes, and because for three weeks our house had been full of a woman named Dahlia Sterne and her recorder and her very good questions, and I had started to think of the profile she was writing as a kind of finish line. A magazine I had read since I was nineteen was going to publish, in the same issue as the restaurant's opening, four thousand words on Sebastian and Margot Crane and the marriage that had built a small empire of restaurants the city could not stop talking about. Dahlia had sat at my kitchen table six times. She had laughed at my jokes and admired my grandmother's notebook without knowing what it was and asked me, once, with her head tilted, what it felt like to love a genius. I had given her an answer I was proud of. I had thought, this is the part where the work becomes a story, and the story is true, and that almost never happens.

	So I opened the email to eyeball my quotes.

	He had forwarded the whole thing. Sebastian forwards the whole thing; he has never once in his life trimmed an email chain, because trimming an email chain requires you to look at it, and Sebastian does not look. The draft of the article was attached, and above the attachment was his note to me, two lines, babe can you check the parts about us, want to make sure it sounds like you, and below his note, in the grey nested text that unspools when a thread gets forwarded, was the message Dahlia had sent him along with the draft.

	It was sent at 1:48 in the morning.

	It began, okay I made you sound like a saint, you owe me, and I almost smiled, because it was a working joke, the kind writers and their subjects make. I read the next line the way you keep walking onto ice that has already started to give.

	I am not going to write all of it down. Some of it I have spent a long time trying to forget and I am not going to put it back into the world by typing it here. It is enough to tell you that by the third line there was no story left to tell myself, not one, not a single shoe I could put on, and that the words were not the words of a journalist and a subject. They were the words of two people who had been somewhere together that a recorder was not invited to. There was a reference to the Mercer. There was a reference, God help me, to a freckle. There was a line near the end where she called him a name I had called him, in the dark, in a voice I thought was only mine, and reading it was like hearing a song you wrote on the radio, sung wrong, by someone who got the publishing rights in a divorce you didn't know you were having.

	The woman writing the story of my perfect marriage was sleeping with my husband.

	And he had forwarded it to me himself, to check that it sounded like me.

	I want to tell you what I did, because it is the first true thing in this story and everything after it grows from this root. I did not cry. I did not call him. I did not stand up. I did not sweep the laptop off the table, though there is a version of me, a younger and warmer and more easily survivable version, who would have, and I have wondered since whether she would have been happier.

	I read it twice.

	The second time I read it slowly, the way I read a recipe I am about to cook for someone who matters, looking for the step that will go wrong, the place where it can break. And somewhere in that second reading the thing happened that I have never been able
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