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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, identity deception, emotional abuse, shame and mental health crisis, familial estrangement, dementia, and the long-term psychological effects of sustained dishonesty within an intimate relationship. Reader discretion is advised.

The most dangerous lie is the one you tell so well that you forget it started as a lie at all.

— Elias Varnham, The Mask and the Mirror

For anyone who ever loved someone they invented.
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Prologue
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The Call

The woman on the phone has a pleasant voice. That is the detail I will remember later, when I try to reconstruct the moment my life became two lives—the one before this call and the one after. She sounds like someone who answers phones for a living and has made peace with it, someone who probably has a mug on her desk that says something about Mondays.

“I’m calling from the University of North Carolina at Asheville,” she says. “Human Resources. We have a spousal insurance enrollment form for a Graham Sable, and we need to verify some information.”

“Sure,” I say. I am standing in my kitchen, barefoot, holding a paring knife and a half-peeled apple. It is 10:47 on a Tuesday morning in March. I know the time because I glanced at the microwave clock when the phone rang, the way you do when you’re not expecting a call and some part of your brain is already calculating whether this is important enough to put the apple down.

I put the apple down.

She asks me to confirm Graham’s date of birth, and I give it. She asks for his department. “Comparative Literature,” I say, because that is what Graham teaches, what he has taught for the entire time I have known him, which is eight years, which is longer than some people stay married, which is longer than some people stay alive, which is the kind of math your brain does when it is trying very hard not to do a different kind of math.

A pause. I hear typing. The sound of someone frowning at a screen.

“I’m not finding a Graham Sable in Comparative Literature,” she says.

“Try just his last name. S-A-B-L-E.”

More typing. “I’m not finding a Graham Sable in any department.”

I pick the apple back up. I don’t know why. My hands want something to hold, and the knife seems like the wrong choice. “There must be a mistake,” I say, and I hear myself laugh, and the laugh sounds like something you’d hear at a dinner party, light and social, the laugh of a woman who has not just been told that her husband does not exist in the place where he has gone every weekday morning for eight years.

“Let me check one more time,” the woman says, and I can tell she feels bad, and I want to reassure her, because that is what I do, I reassure people, I make things comfortable, I adjust the temperature of a room with my voice and my posture and my willingness to say It’s fine, everything is fine, even when the room is on fire and I can smell the smoke.

“Ma’am, I’ve checked our entire employee database. We don’t have a Graham Sable. Are you sure he’s with UNC Asheville?”

I am sure. I have been sure for eight years. I was sure this morning when he kissed my forehead and said, “Long day today—faculty meeting, then office hours,” and I said, “Good luck,” and he said, “With the faculty meeting or the office hours?” and I said, “Both,” and he laughed, and I watched him back the Subaru out of the driveway with his leather cartable on the passenger seat and his thermos of coffee wedged in the cup holder and his tweed jacket draped over the headrest because he doesn’t like to sit on it, he says it ruins the shape.

I am sure because I have spent eight years listening to Graham talk about his students, his syllabi, his committee work, his grading. I have read drafts of his conference papers. I have heard him on the phone with someone named Chen, discussing a departmental hire. I have ironed his shirts before guest lectures. I have watched him fall asleep on the couch with a stack of undergraduate essays on his chest and a red pen still in his hand.

“Would you like me to transfer you to Comparative Literature directly?” the woman asks.

“No,” I say. “No, thank you. I’ll sort it out.”

I hang up. I stand in my kitchen. The apple is browning where I peeled it. The March light comes through the window over the sink, the same light that comes through every morning, the same window I have looked through a thousand times while washing dishes or waiting for the coffee to brew or watching Graham in the garden, planting things I can’t identify because I am not the one who gardens. Graham gardens. Graham cooks. Graham handles the insurance, the mortgage, the taxes. Graham manages the architecture of our life, the bones of it, while I teach yoga and pay my studio rent and assume the rest is solid, is held, is handled.

The thermos he left behind this morning is on the counter. The French press is empty, rinsed, upside down on the drying rack. I can still smell his coffee—the dark roast he orders from a place in Black Mountain, the only brand he’ll drink, a small and endearing snobbery I have teased him about for years.

His tweed jacket is hanging on the hook by the back door. He has two: one brown herringbone, one charcoal. Today he wore the charcoal. The brown one hangs here like a shed skin.

I touch the sleeve. The wool is soft and pilled at the cuffs. It smells like him—sandalwood soap, coffee, the faintly dusty scent of old books. It smells like a man who spends his days in classrooms and offices and library stacks. It smells like a professor.

But there is no professor. There is no office. There is no classroom with his name on the schedule, no mailbox in the department, no brass nameplate on a door. I know this because a woman with a pleasant voice just told me, and she had no reason to lie. She was doing her job. She was trying to process a form. She was not trying to tell me that the man I have slept beside for eight years, the man whose body I know better than my own—the scar on his left shin from a childhood bike accident, the mole below his right shoulder blade, the way he breathes in his sleep, deep and steady, the breathing of a man with nothing to hide—she was not trying to tell me that this man has been leaving our house every weekday morning and going somewhere that is not where he says he goes.

I set the apple on the counter. I put the knife in the sink. I lean against the kitchen island and look at the hook by the door and the jacket on the hook and the life that hangs on it.

He left for work this morning at seven forty, same as every morning for eight years. I watched him back out of the driveway. I waved. He waved back.

And now I am standing in our kitchen, and the apple is browning on the counter, and the light through the window hasn’t changed, and everything in this house is exactly as it was five minutes ago, and nothing in this house is what I thought it was, and I am thinking the only thought my brain will let me have, the thought that will follow me through every hour of every day from this moment forward, the thought that is already boring a hole through the center of my chest:

Where does he go?

Act I

THE GOOD LIFE
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Chapter 1
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The Tweed Jacket

My husband is a man of routines, and I have loved this about him since the beginning.

He wakes at six fifteen without an alarm. I know this because I am a light sleeper, because dancers learn to track their bodies through the borders of consciousness, and because Graham’s waking has its own choreography: a slow inhale, a stretch that starts in his feet and travels upward through his calves and thighs and spine until his shoulders roll back and his eyes open, always to the left, always to me. On the mornings when I pretend to be asleep, he watches my face for three or four seconds before sliding out of bed. I have counted.

He showers for exactly nine minutes. He shaves every other day—Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday, and sometimes Monday if he has what he calls a “public-facing” obligation, by which he means a lecture rather than a seminar. He dresses in the bedroom with the door open: khakis or dark jeans, a button-down—usually blue or white, never a pattern—and the tweed jacket. Always the tweed jacket. He owns two, the brown herringbone and the charcoal, and he alternates them with the same faithfulness that he alternates his shaving days, as though some internal calendar governs every choice and deviation would require a committee vote.

I used to find this comforting. I still find it comforting. That is the problem.

At seven twenty, he is in the kitchen making coffee in the French press—the dark roast from Mountain Air in Black Mountain, ordered in bulk, twelve-ounce bags, the only indulgence he defends with anything resembling passion. He pours his first cup and drinks it standing at the counter, reading whatever is on his phone. He pours his second into the thermos, a dented Stanley he has carried for as long as I’ve known him. He rinses the press. He turns it upside down on the drying rack. He sets the press in the same spot every morning, handle facing left, and I have never asked him why it matters that the handle faces left, because asking would break something I am not prepared to name.

He kisses me. Forehead. Always forehead. It started as a gesture of tenderness and became a ritual and then a fact, and now the kiss is just a part of the morning’s machinery, like the press and the thermos and the jacket. He picks up his leather cartable—a scuffed brown satchel he bought at a flea market in Durham before we met, or so the story goes—and he walks to the back door and he puts on his shoes and he says something small and warm. “Have a good one.” Or “See you tonight.” Or, on the days when he is feeling playful, “Wish me luck with the undergrads.”

He leaves at seven forty. He backs the Subaru out of the driveway. He waves. I wave. The car turns left on Louisiana and disappears past the Hendersons’ magnolia tree, and the house settles into the kind of quiet that belongs to a woman alone in a space she shares.

This is the morning. It has been the morning for eight years. And until yesterday, I never stood at the kitchen window watching his taillights vanish and thought anything other than: there goes my husband, to his job, where he is a professor, where he teaches young people about Borges and Calvino and the slippery distance between a text and its translation.

Now I stand at the window and I think: where?

* * *
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I DRIVE TO THE STUDIO at eight thirty. Stillpoint is on Haywood Road in West Asheville, wedged between a vintage clothing shop and a place that sells crystals and tarot readings and CBD gummies for dogs. When I signed the lease four years ago, Graham said, “You’ll fit right in,” and I couldn’t tell if he was being affectionate or gently mocking, and I decided it didn’t matter, because he was right.

I unlock the door and turn on the lights and set the thermostat to sixty-eight. I unroll my mat at the front of the room, facing the mirror. The studio smells like sandalwood and sweat and the lavender oil I mist on the bolsters between classes. I change into teaching clothes—black leggings, a fitted tank, bare feet—and I stand in front of the mirror and I look at myself.

I see a woman of thirty-six with a dancer’s neck and a dancer’s posture and a scar on her right knee that ended the dancing. Dark hair pulled back with a single pin, the way I have worn it since I was seventeen, because a choreographer told me my neck was my best feature and I have never stopped framing it. Lean arms. Steady hands. A face that my friend Rhea once described as “the kind of calm that makes people nervous,” which I took as a compliment and she probably didn’t mean as one.

I teach the nine o’clock vinyasa. Seven students today: two regulars, three drop-ins, and a couple who are clearly on vacation and clearly in a fight, because they roll out their mats at opposite ends of the room and do not look at each other. I teach from the body outward. I watch spines and shoulders and the angle of a pelvis. I can read tension the way a cardiologist reads an EKG—I see where it lives, what it’s protecting, how long it’s been there. The woman from the fighting couple holds her jaw so tight I can see the masseter muscle flexing from across the room. Her husband drops his shoulders when he thinks she’s not looking, which means she’s always looking.

I was a dancer for nine years. I trained at the University of North Carolina School of the Arts in Winston-Salem and I performed with a small contemporary company in Charlotte until my right ACL tore during a performance of something experimental and forgettable. I was twenty-six. The surgeon said I could dance again, with limitations. The limitations turned out to be: not the way you used to. I taught ballet for two years while I grieved the career, and then I found yoga, and yoga was patient with me in a way that dance never had been, and I moved to Asheville, and I met Graham.

I met Graham at a fundraiser for the Asheville Art Museum. He was standing near the bar, holding a glass of red wine he wasn’t drinking, wearing the brown herringbone jacket. He looked like a man who had been invited by someone who was no longer in the room. I watched him for a while—dancer’s habit, reading bodies across a crowd—and what I saw was a man who was comfortable being still. Not performing ease. Not fidgeting. Just standing in his own space as though the space had been measured for him and he fit.

He asked me about the exhibit. I said I hadn’t looked at it yet. He said he hadn’t either, and we both laughed at the particular absurdity of attending an art fundraiser and ignoring the art. He told me he taught Comparative Literature at UNC Asheville. He talked about Borges with a specificity that I found charming—not showing off, but genuinely excited, the way a child talks about dinosaurs. I told him I used to dance. He said, “Used to?” and I showed him the scar, pulling up the hem of my dress in the middle of a cocktail party, and he looked at the scar and then at my face and said, “That must have been a loss.” Not “That’s too bad” or “You poor thing.” A loss. Like he understood that a career is a body you live inside, and when it’s gone, you are an amputee.

We went home together that night. Not to sleep with each other—to talk. We sat on the porch of the house he was renting in Montford and drank tea and talked until two in the morning about translation and movement and the way meaning changes when you move it from one form to another. I remember thinking: this is a man who is interested in the distance between things. The gap between what something is and what it becomes. I found that beautiful. I still find it beautiful. That is also the problem.

* * *
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HE IS AT THE KITCHEN table when I get home from the studio. It is six thirty. He came home at six fifteen—he always comes home at six fifteen, Tuesdays through Fridays, and at one on Mondays because he says he has no afternoon classes on Mondays, and I have never questioned this because why would I question this, it is a man’s work schedule, it is a fact, facts do not require interrogation—and he is grading papers.

I watch him from the doorway. He is bent over a stack of printed pages, red pen in hand, wire-rimmed glasses pushed up on his nose. His sleeves are rolled to the elbows. His hands move across the pages with the confidence of a man who has done this ten thousand times. I watch his fingers—long, square-tipped, calloused at the pads in a way I have always attributed to gardening, because Graham gardens, because he spends his weekends in the backyard with the tomatoes and the basil and the hydrangeas he talks to when he thinks I’m not listening.

His hands. I am looking at his hands.

They are the hands of a man who works with them. The callouses aren’t soft—they’re thickened, layered, the kind that come from daily use, not weekend puttering. I have touched these hands every day for eight years. I have held them, kissed them, felt them on my skin in the dark. I have never looked at them this way before—with the focused attention I give a student’s misaligned shoulder, the diagnostic gaze that asks: what is this body telling me that the person inside it doesn’t know?

The phone call was yesterday. I have not said anything. I have not said anything because I do not know what to say, and because saying something would make it real, and because there is a part of me—the part I inherited from my mother, the part I have spent my adult life trying to amputate—that is whispering: Don’t look. If you don’t look, it isn’t there.

“How was your day?” I ask, and my voice sounds normal, and I am horrified by how normal my voice sounds.

Graham looks up. He smiles. It is the smile of a man at ease in his life, in his kitchen, in his marriage. It is the smile I fell in love with—warm, slightly distracted, as though part of his mind is still with the book he was reading or the lecture he was planning or the conversation he was having with a student about the ontological anxiety of Pessoa’s heteronyms.

“Long,” he says. “First-years. They’re still confusing Kafka with kafkaesque.” He shakes his head with the affectionate exasperation of a man who has spent years coaxing young minds toward precision. “How about you?”

“Good,” I say. “Quiet class today.”

“The vacationers?”

“A couple. Definitely fighting.”

“Nothing like a sun salutation to save a marriage,” he says, and I laugh, and he laughs, and the kitchen smells like the garlic he is roasting for dinner, and the light is going golden through the west-facing window, and this is my life, this is my good life, and I am standing in the doorway watching my husband grade papers and I am thinking:

Whose papers?

I cross the kitchen and kiss the top of his head. His hair smells like the library—old paper and dust and the particular quiet of a room full of books. Or maybe that’s what I’ve decided it smells like. Maybe his hair just smells like shampoo and I’ve been writing a story over the top of it for eight years, the way you paint over water damage and call it renovation.

“I’m going to shower,” I say.

“Dinner in forty,” he says, not looking up. His red pen moves across the page. He writes something in the margin. I cannot read it from here, and I do not lean closer, because leaning closer would be looking, and I am not ready to look.

I go upstairs. I turn on the water. I stand under it and press my hands against the tile and let the heat work into my shoulders and I think about the woman on the phone, her pleasant voice, her reasonable confusion, her gentle insistence that the man downstairs does not work where he says he works.

I think about his hands. The callouses. The red pen.

I think: I have always loved how he holds a pen. Like he was born knowing how.
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Chapter 2
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Office Hours

Graham Sable left the house at seven forty, same as always, and felt the particular relief that came with closing the front door behind him.

The morning was cool for March, the sky a flat, determined gray that Asheville wore through most of spring. He set his cartable on the passenger seat, wedged the thermos into the cup holder, and draped the charcoal tweed over the headrest. The jacket was armor. Without it he was just a man in a blue shirt driving a ten-year-old Subaru. With it he was something specific, something with edges, something you could introduce at a party and people would nod and say, Oh, how interesting.

He backed out of the driveway. Audra was in the kitchen window. He waved. She waved. The transaction completed, he turned left on Louisiana Avenue and disappeared past the Hendersons’ magnolia, which was beginning to bud, white and faintly obscene against the gray morning.

The drive to campus took eleven minutes. He had timed it, years ago, the way he had timed everything—the shower, the coffee, the departure. Timing was control. Control was the difference between the schedule and chaos, and Graham did not do well with chaos, had never done well with chaos, had built his entire adult life as a bulwark against the specific chaos of not knowing what he was.

He parked in the public lot off University Heights, the one that didn’t require a faculty sticker. The first year, this had felt dangerous—a public lot was a civilian lot, and a civilian lot meant anyone could park there, which meant he was anyone, which was the thing he could not afford to be. By the third year, the lot had become invisible, the way a well-practiced gesture becomes invisible. He didn’t think about it anymore. He parked, he gathered his bag, he walked.

The campus was beautiful in that particular way that small liberal arts campuses are beautiful—brick paths, old oaks, students moving in purposeful clusters toward buildings where someone was waiting to teach them something. Graham walked among them with the posture of a man who belonged. He nodded at people. Some nodded back. None of them knew him. He was a tall man in a tweed jacket carrying a leather satchel, and on a college campus, that was a uniform, and a uniform was as good as an ID.

He entered Ramsey Library through the main doors and climbed to the third floor, where the humanities collection lived in tall metal stacks that smelled like binding glue and patience. He had a preferred table—southeast corner, near the window, with a view of the mountains when the clouds permitted. He sat. He opened his cartable. He removed a book—today it was Roberto Bolaño’s The Savage Detectives, in Spanish, because Graham read in four languages and this was not a performance, this was the thing about Graham that made everything else so difficult to parse: the intelligence was real.

He read. He annotated. He filled the margins with small, precise handwriting—observations about narrative structure, about the way Bolaño used absence as a form of characterization, about the relationship between the search for the poet and the impossibility of finding her. He worked with the absorption of a man doing the thing he was made for, and the irony of this was not lost on him, though he had trained himself not to dwell on it, the way you train yourself not to touch a bruise.

At ten fifteen, he went to the second-floor café and bought a drip coffee—black, no sugar. The barista, a junior named Michaela who had been here as long as Graham had been coming, said, “Morning, Mr. Sable,” and Graham said, “Morning, Michaela,” and she smiled and he smiled and the exchange was so ordinary and so devastating that Graham sometimes thought about it on the drive home, the way she said Mister and not Professor or Doctor, because she was a student and she could smell the difference, and Graham respected her for it even as it cut him.

He returned to his table. He read until eleven. At eleven, he packed his bag.

This was the hinge. Every day had one. The morning was the library—structured, solitary, safe. The afternoon was the other thing. And the drive between them, the twelve minutes on Tunnel Road heading east toward the part of Asheville that tourists didn’t visit and brochures didn’t photograph, was the only time in Graham’s day when he felt the full weight of the architecture he had built, because the drive was the seam, and seams were where things came apart.

He drove east. Past the mall, past the car dealerships, past the storage facilities and the check-cashing places and the used tire shops. He turned onto a side street. He pulled into a small parking lot beside a single-story brick building with a flat roof and a sign he could read from the car but would not read now, not here, not in this part of the narrative, because Graham had learned to keep his lives in separate rooms, and opening a door before its time was the kind of mistake that brought the whole house down.

He went inside.

He was inside for four hours.

At three thirty, he came out. He sat in his car. He took off his glasses and cleaned them with the hem of his shirt, slowly, the way he did when he needed a moment between one self and another. He put the glasses back on. He adjusted the rearview mirror, though it didn’t need adjusting. He started the car.

He drove to the grocery store on Merrimon Avenue and bought what he needed for dinner: garlic, lemons, a pound of shrimp, a bunch of flat-leaf parsley. He moved through the aisles with the deliberate ease of a man performing normalcy—or a man for whom normalcy had become indistinguishable from performance. He paid in cash. He always paid in cash on this side of the day.

* * *
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HE ARRIVED HOME AT six fifteen. He parked in the driveway. He sat in the car for two minutes. This was the transition, the costume change that happened not in the body but in the face—the rearranging of features from whatever they had been all afternoon into the expression of a man returning from a long day of teaching. Slightly tired. Gently satisfied. Ready for dinner and a glass of wine and the particular peace of a house shared with a woman he loved, genuinely loved, in the way you can love someone to whom you have handed an elaborately wrapped box with nothing inside it.

He checked the rearview mirror. He looked at his own face. He was forty years old. His hair was beginning to gray at the temples. His eyes were the color of weak tea, and they were, he knew, the feature people trusted. He had the eyes of a man who would return your wallet. He had the eyes of a man who remembered your name. He had the eyes of a man who would never, under any circumstances, lie to you about who he was.

He went inside.

Audra was making dinner. No—Audra was waiting for him in the posture of a woman making dinner. He could see the difference, though he couldn’t have explained how. Something in her shoulders. A tension in the base of her neck that hadn’t been there yesterday, or the day before, or any day in the eight years he’d known her. Audra held her body like a sentence, and tonight the sentence had a different punctuation.

“Hey,” he said, setting the grocery bag on the counter. “Bought shrimp.”

“Great.” She smiled. The smile arrived on time but departed early. “How was your day?”

“Good. Long.” He began unpacking the bag, placing each item in its designated spot—garlic in the ceramic dish by the stove, lemons in the fruit bowl, shrimp in the refrigerator. “One of my students said the most remarkable thing today.”
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She trusted the life. He built the lie.
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