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	DISCLAIMER

	 This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places, businesses, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 This book contains mature themes including infidelity, emotional distress, and relationship breakdown. It is intended for readers aged 18 and older. Reader discretion is advised.
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	PROLOGUE

	What I Know Now

	 There is a September evening I keep returning to. I am in my apartment on the third floor of a building on the east side of Portland, and the city is spread out in the window like something I chose on purpose, which is funny because when I moved in I chose it mostly because of the light. The Willamette River is visible from the balcony if you look left and lean slightly, which I do sometimes in the mornings with my coffee, just to confirm it is still there. I have a cup of tea tonight. I have learned to love evenings again, which took longer than I expected and is something I do not take for granted. Grief is not a single thing, I have discovered. It is a series of things, arriving at irregular intervals, sometimes announced and sometimes appearing without warning in the cereal aisle of a grocery store or in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon when nothing at all has happened to prompt it. I have learned to stand still when it comes. I have learned that it passes, and the passing is not the same as the ending, but it is enough to go on with.

	 

	Here is what I know now that I did not know then. I know that love is not the same as protection. I know that loyalty is not inherited, not even between the two people who shared a womb, who grew up with the same face, who completed each other’s sentences at family dinner tables for thirty-two years. I know that the face most likely to betray you is often a face that looks very much like your own. I know that betrayal is not always a violent act. Sometimes it is a slow accumulation of small choices, like water finding its way through rock—patient, inevitable, reshaping everything it touches without announcement. I also know that I survived. I know this partly because I am sitting here on this September evening and partly because survival, I have come to understand, is not a passive thing. It is something you choose every day, sometimes hour by hour, until the choosing becomes habit and the habit becomes life and one morning you wake up and the first thought in your head is not about what you lost but about what you are going to make with the morning.

	 I am going to tell you the story of a marriage, a betrayal, and a family that broke in half. I am not going to make it clean or comfortable or resolved in the ways that are not true. I am not going to skip the parts that do not reflect well on me—the blindness I chose, the things I filed away rather than examined, the weeks when I looked directly at the truth and decided, very deliberately, not to see it. I am also not going to be more forgiving than I actually am, or less, because either direction would be a lie and I am finished with the protective lies that made the old version of my life possible. I am going to tell it the way it happened: in pieces, slightly out of order, with the wrong feelings arriving at the wrong moments and the right ones coming around the bend just when you thought they weren’t coming at all.

	 

	The person I was before this story started does not exist anymore. I am not saying that to be dramatic—dramatic has never been my register. I am saying it because it is the truest thing I know, which is that transformation, when it happens against your will, is still transformation. The woman who comes after is someone I am still getting acquainted with. Someone whose preferences are becoming clearer to me week by week. Someone who is learning, slowly and with considerable difficulty, to take up exactly as much space as she needs and not to apologize for it. I am starting to like her. It took a long time to get here. I am not pretending it did not.

	 

	Before I tell you the story I want to tell you one thing about grief, because it is relevant and because nobody told me this in advance and I think it would have helped. Grief does not arrive in waves the way people describe it—at least not in my experience. It arrives in textures. There are weeks that feel like rough burlap, where every surface is abrading and nothing is comfortable and the simplest task carries a friction that wears you down by noon. And there are days that feel like something thinner, like gauze, where everything is slightly muted and the edges are blurry and you can operate inside it without too much damage. And occasionally, unexpectedly, there are hours that feel like air—clear and ordinary and unweighted, where you forget for a spell and then remember and the remembering is not the catastrophe you anticipated. The air hours get longer. This is the progress. It is not dramatic progress. It is the quiet kind, the kind that happens while you are looking somewhere else, the kind you only notice when you look back and see how far you have actually come.

	 I have thought a great deal, this past year, about the difference between the story we tell ourselves about our lives and the life itself. The story is necessary—I understand this now. Without the story, the raw material of experience is too large to live inside, too unedited, too relentlessly present. We need the narrating mind to organize and select and impose a shape that allows us to move through our days with the ordinary confidence of someone who knows roughly what kind of thing is happening to them. The problem is that the story can become load-bearing. The story can become the thing we need to be true so desperately that we defend it against the evidence. I defended mine for longer than I should have. I defended it with the considerable resources of an intelligent, organized mind that had been trained since childhood to find the most charitable interpretation of any available information and lead with that. My intelligence was not, in this case, on my side. It took me some time to understand this, and when I did, I stopped treating my intelligence as a fixed asset and started treating it as a tool—something to be used deliberately, pointed at the actual situation, capable of being turned around when it is aimed in the wrong direction. This is one of the things the year taught me. It is not a small thing.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	The Life We Chose

	 We moved into the house on Whitmore Street on a Saturday in late October, eight years ago, when Marcus and I had been together for three years and the world felt genuinely large. It was a craftsman bungalow on a tree-lined street in the southeast—two bedrooms, a kitchen that had been renovated sometime in the late nineties in ways that were already starting to look dated, a porch wide enough for two chairs and a small table, and a maple tree in the front yard that was turning exactly the right shade of orange that particular Saturday, which Marcus pointed out at least three times as we carried boxes in from the rented truck. He was the kind of man who noticed things like trees. I thought that was a good sign at the time. I still think it was. I also understand now that noticing the beauty of a maple tree in October says very little about a person’s capacity for fidelity, and that I had confused these two categories for longer than I should have.

	 The texture of our life on Whitmore Street developed the way most lives do—slowly, then all at once, until it felt like something that had always existed rather than something we had built one Sunday at a time. On Sunday mornings Marcus would drive to the farmers market on the east side while I made coffee and read, and he would come back with whatever had caught his attention—chanterelles in October, strawberries in June, a jar of local honey that he was always very serious about evaluating. We cooked together on Sunday evenings, or attempted to, which meant Marcus did the chopping with a precision that impressed me and I did the seasoning with a confidence that impressed neither of us but that somehow always worked out. In good weather I worked on the porch in the afternoons, my laptop balanced on my knees and my drafting tablet propped against the railing, and the maple tree would move in whatever wind there was and I would look up at it between design decisions and think, without any particular deliberation, that my life was very good.

	 Marcus was thirty-five when this story begins, though he had been younger when we met at a friend’s dinner party in the Buckman neighborhood. He was tall in the way that reads as capable rather than imposing, with dark hair that had started to silver at the temples in ways he found mildly alarming and I found quietly attractive. He sold software solutions to mid-sized companies, which is a thing that sounds more boring than it was to watch him do. Marcus had the gift of making people feel that what they needed was exactly what he was offering, that he had been listening specifically to them and had built something with their particular problem in mind. It is a skill that can be applied in multiple arenas. I understood this eventually. In

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
