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This is how a god says goodbye:
If I am in her head forever
I am in your life forever.


— Louise Glück


Then the lights go out and it’s just the three of us


You, me, and all that stuff we’re so scared of


— Bruce Springsteen
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CHAPTER ONE



At the creative writing department’s end-of-year party, Ethan’s secretary fed him kale with her fingers. Ethan wasn’t supposed to call Abigail his secretary. Trouble was, Abigail often referred to herself as his secretary in wry subversion of the school’s progressive values, and her jokes had eclipsed her actual job title in Ethan’s memory. The party was crowded. Grad students were crammed into the kitchen, hoping their advisors heard them talking about sex. In the adjacent living room, academic spouses grew weary of discussing summer plans, as if everyone had summers off. Soon the house would overheat. Guests would spill into the yard but for now stayed close to the collapsible buffet table on which they’d placed their offerings. “I brought the kale salad,” said Abigail, who was not attractive but to whom Ethan was attracted. He’d formed a habit of fixating on her least appealing features, her crusty eyelashes and fleshy earlobes, daring his lust to subside, which it did not.


“I’m not a fan of that vegetable,” he admitted.


“Oh, I massaged it. Have you ever had it massaged?” She looked deep into his eyes with an intensity that might have indicated sexual devotion but was not uncommon in the type of person by whom Ethan found himself daily surrounded.


“I’m not sure. I mean, I don’t know how it’s usually prepared.”


She stuck an arm between two adjuncts and grabbed a fistful of her own salad. She was drunk. He was excited.


Abigail shoved the greens through Ethan’s closed lips. Oh, they were terrible. Coarse and curled and bitter, gritty with some kind of debris. “Are there nuts in this?” he asked.


“Quinoa.”


“Ah,” he said, chewing indefinitely. “That is different.”


Pleased, she drank her drink. Ethan stood ass-to-ass with party host and department chair Joyce Lockhart, who was engaged in a separate conversation. “We adopted him when he was seven,” Joyce was saying. “He was called Humphrey on his papers, which, no. Then we discovered he hates females his own age but loves puppies, so we named him Humbert!” Temperate laughter. Someone’s sandalwood perfume. “Lola” by the Kinks.


“Do you want to smoke a cigarette?” Ethan asked Abigail. These were the first words he had spoken to his beautiful wife, Simone, when they were just shy of twenty-one. Abigail would not want to smoke a cigarette because Abigail was thirty-nine, a single mother, and wearing a scarf in June. Abigail said, “Oh!” and “Yes?”


That Abigail said yes might be the whole story.


Depending on the wind, the town smelled of turkey shit from the turkey farm or sugar from the cereal factory. The town necessitated long underwear, compost piles, one fundraiser after another. No one affiliated with Edwards would admit any fondness for the town except undergrads committed to college-town mystique. Few would claim to hate Londonville as Ethan did. His hate was a comfort, a creed. He knew who he was and where he would never belong.


Abigail sniffed the air and said, “Turkey shit.” Was she not a grown-up version of the girls he’d kissed behind the bleachers at his high school in Portland, Oregon, one hundred years ago? Ethan recognized the thought as a version of what all adulterers told themselves: the affair was predestined, inevitable. Had essentially already happened. What they were doing was not an affair because Ethan had never laid a hand on Abigail. But it also was, because leaving a department potluck to buy cigarettes was better than sex.


“Tell me something,” he said. It was a game. No follow-up question, but an open call for something, anything. To use the line on Abigail was not a betrayal but a test. She would falter, she would fail, proving she was not the other woman but the lesser woman.


“Oh,” Abigail said. “I’ve never smoked a cigarette. This will be my first.”


He was so happy. “Say more!”


“I’ve always tried to limit my vices. I drink sometimes, but that’s about it. I think I’m fundamentally a bad person, like in my soul, so I don’t really need the accessories.”


“What makes you bad?”


“I want to punch everyone I’ve ever been mad at. Steal from anyone I envy. Jump into bed with anyone who pays me a compliment.”


Her silence started a clock. This was his chance to say You have a beautiful neck or Your posture is pristine.


Ethan said, “I’m trying to guess your middle name.”


“You’ll be guessing all night.”


He guessed Wendy and Crystal and Inez. She said, “No” and “Ha!” and “My middle name is Marie.”


“Marie is common.”


“I know, sweetie.”


His blood ran warm. He held open the door to Shef’s Convenience and watched Abigail go through it. Her gauzy scarf was gray or green; her gauzy dress was green or blue. These clothes were in the business of implying, not flattering. He wanted her to wear what he wanted all women to wear, what his wife wore: tight jeans and a black tank top. The style did not strike him as particular to Simone. He did not realize the extent to which he didn’t know women and only knew Simone.


Beside the register was a bowl of rotten bananas and a folded index card on which an employee had scrawled BANANAS 75 CENTS. Ethan regarded Abigail regarding the inedible fruit — her open skepticism and repressed laughter — and wanted to lick the neck he’d failed to compliment. Instead, he selected a turquoise lighter and asked for Camels. How did he and Abigail appear to the man behind the counter? Ethan thought they might look like teenagers, wild with tension, on the edge of oblivion. The door buzzed as they left and he thought, no. They looked like what they were.


The sky performed a sunset. From his first inhale Ethan was desperate to grind the cigarette beneath his shoe. After all these years, smoking felt silly and indecent. He could barely look at his secretary, whose shallow puffs bespoke mutual regret. God, he missed his wife. Simone, tenured, had skipped the party to stay home and read. He wanted to divorce her so they could meet by chance ten years from now and do everything they’d ever done a second time.


“How’s your — ”


“Don’t,” he said.


“I was going to say book.”


“I know you were. I should’ve been a carpenter.”


“I’ve heard that line about a thousand times. What is it with you people and carpentry?”


“We’re useless with our hands.” He offered her the one without the cigarette. “Feel how soft. I’ve never labored!”


She touched his hand. They rounded the corner of Maple Street and encountered a small, quivering terrier.


Abigail gasped. “That’s Humbert!”


“Who?” He wanted her attention to himself.


“Joyce’s dog. He must’ve gotten out.” Abigail sank to the ground and collapsed her shoulders. She looked lopsided, submissive. “Come here, sweetie.”


“The real Humbert Humbert loathed dogs,” Ethan said.


Abigail laughed. “The real?”


Ethan decided to let this woman change him. In this moment he would be dog-friendly. He ceased looming and copied her crouch. Humbert approached, and Ethan palmed the animal’s undercarriage. The terrier vibrated warmly in his arms, and the word that came to Ethan’s mind was winner.


It was hotter inside the house than out. Perspiration shone on every forehead. Were academics sweatier than regular people? He posed this question to Simone in his mind. Ethan waited at the threshold of the party, heroically holding the dog. I saw him come in, and back then I knew him only as Simone’s unworthy husband, whose fiction workshop I’d so far avoided, whose pedagogy skewed teddy bear. He looked so proud proffering the terrier. Euphoric, enchanted even. Abigail gazed up at him, the first lady of his office of self-destruction. Was this what Simone had seen in him when she was my age?


“Humbert!” Joyce’s many beaded necklaces slapped as she made her way through the crowd. Rosewater. Room-temperature pork. “These Days” by Nico. “He was supposed to be shut inside our bedroom!” Joyce looked mischievously or judgmentally or neutrally between Abigail and Ethan. “Did you let him out?”


“We found him on Maple Street,” Abigail said.


“Goodness.” Stroking the dog’s small skull, Joyce showered him with kisses and admonishments. Ethan looked down at Abigail. Hers was the load-bearing smile of middle age, revealing every wrinkle she would ever have.


“I’m going to exit this party soon,” he said.


“Oh, yes,” Abigail said. “Time for me to relieve my babysitter. I’m likely to crawl into bed with my five-year-old so I don’t have to sleep alone.”


“I love your honesty,” he said.


“Thank you,” she said. “I love that you’re seven feet tall.”


He was only six four.


Ethan didn’t need to convince himself his wife was beautiful; she always had been, was becoming more so as they aged. Tonight she had fallen asleep with the lights on. She wore gray, university-branded sweatpants and a silk shirt half open to an expensive bralette. Strewn across Ethan’s side of the bed were Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, several Cambridge Companions, and a plate smeared with ketchup. He removed the plate and stacked the books on the nightstand. Stripping down to his boxer briefs, he flipped the light switch and arranged his body against hers on the mattress. “Tell me something,” he said.


He felt his wife emerge from shallow sleep. He felt her struggle to produce a compelling answer. The struggle meant something to him.


“Reviewer two fucked me over,” she said.


Ethan considered himself comfortable with the ways Simone was a real professor, and he was not. She had a Yale PhD, a scholarly book with Oxford, a daunting list of publications — though her students worshipped her for a popular memoir she’d written about her mom, and for her hair.


What his wife wanted was to speculate about reviewer two’s identity. The peer who had fucked Simone’s article was almost certainly a close friend from her Yale cohort. Reviewer two might have been Marshall, who’d taken twelve years to write a dissertation and landed at NYU Singapore, or Mackenzie, a Wiccan who once hissed at Simone mid-seminar, “Bite your tongue!”


Ethan and Simone had fallen in love at Vassar. After graduation he moved with her to Connecticut, where he worked at a coffee shop and wrote Muse, the novel that qualified him for the spousal hire at Edwards. During those years in New Haven he’d contracted an outsider’s inferiority complex while cultivating a sexy, edgy indifference to academia. They were married in the living room of their Wooster Square apartment amid pizza boxes. “Elvis Presley’s Blues” by Gillian Welch. Metal bars on the window. Simone’s vintage minidress evoked spontaneity, Las Vegas. They vowed never to lose interest in each other. Guests weren’t sure if the wedding was ironic or sincere, and their gifts reflected their uncertainty. There was a cake pan shaped like Hogwarts and a set of blue martini glasses.


They decided never to have children. “I want to spend the rest of my life reading books and undressing you,” Simone said, eyes welling with wine-warmed tears. What had Ethan said? What he always said to her. Yes.


Tonight he didn’t care about reviewer two. From his wife he craved a compliment, or some indication he was known beyond the parts of himself he advertised. For instance, she might roll over and ask, “When did you get so lonely?”


Alternatively, he would accept a piece of personal lore she’d waited until now to tell him, intuiting he would need to be reeled in from the waters of infidelity. Was she voted homecoming queen at Chappaqua High School? Did she ever stash an infant turtle in her closet until it died? Say something funny, he thought. Make a little joke!


Simone had gone back to sleep.


In the morning, the happy couple jogged into the path of their secretary. Abigail held a paper sack of groceries beneath one arm and wore linen pants cut into shorts. She had knees like the rumpled faces of newborns. Where was Byron, her five-year-old son? Maybe waiting in the car, if that was legal, or — knowing Abigail — even if it wasn’t.


Did Ethan still categorize the cigarette he’d smoked with Abigail as infidelity? No. The cigarette had assumed the abstract, blameless quality of images that flashed through his mind during intercourse: Shin guards on a volleyball player. Tattooed cashier at the hardware store. He was unaware of any recklessness in his thoughts or behavior. He was aware of being a novelist who hadn’t sold a book since he was twenty-six, and of a morning heat too aggressive for June, and of Simone’s sweat mixing with traces of her cologne.


“Hello Abigail,” Simone said. “Were you at the party last night? Did you have more fun than my husband?”


Abigail spoke into her grocery sack. “I love dogs, so.”


Simone’s smile was broad and genuine. Weirdos were her weakness.


“We found Joyce Lockhart’s dog,” Ethan explained. “Stepped outside for some air and there he was.”


Ethan’s embarrassment in the moment was out of proportion with what was happening. His secretary was talking to his wife. His wife was beautiful, and his secretary’s neck was slick with sunscreen. Abigail asked about their plans for the summer: they were going to Oregon, the annual trip Ethan received in exchange for living in the Northeast, where people referred to anything outside as “nature.” His mom, Lois, still lived in Portland, and he missed his mom. His missing Lois could not compete with Simone missing her mother, who was dead.


“Portland? I’m going there too. Middle of July,” Abigail said. “Maybe we — ”


Ethan laughed.


“Well.”


The three of them stood on the sidewalk smiling at each other.


Jogging is foreplay. Those spandex-clad couples wearing fanny packs and shamelessly sweating outside the coffee shop, they’re about to fuck. Whenever I saw Simone and Ethan out for their Saturday morning 5k — her stride short and efficient, his bouncy, uncontrolled — I would torture myself picturing what came next. She would keep her sports bra and shorts on when she straddled him. Her kink was staying partially dressed. She liked the implications, which, in her imagination, were power and urgency. Atop her husband she spread her knees, allowing him to pull the damp crotch of her shorts to one side and push his fingers into her. She cried out often and because she could. They had no roommates. No kids.


Simone found language for her orgasm. “Like skipping a stone across a pond, the stone hitting six or seven times.”


“Very nice,” Ethan said sincerely. “There’s something I want to tell you.”


“Same,” Simone said. “You go first.”


“I think I’m becoming friends with Abigail.”


Ethan was never sure what his wife would say. Simone wasn’t prone to stock phrases or detachment. She was the most alert person he’d ever met: a student of each moment of her life.


What she said was “I think that’s exciting.”


That his wife didn’t question his need to confess his friendship with another woman seemed to excuse Ethan from any guilt or introspection. Did he realize it wasn’t Simone’s job to scrutinize his motives? No. Unthinkingly, he trusted his wife to prevent his self-destruction. He believed her judgement automatic and accurate — a spousal superpower.


“Men should be friends with women, because women know how to be friends,” Simone said.


“Men don’t?”


“Not really. Men have colleagues and tennis partners. Drinking buddies. They send each other Spotify links. If a more meaningful bond develops over the years, then maybe you tend to it. Whereas there’s this woman in the history department — you’ve met Sandy. The first time we had coffee she showed me a picture of her stillborn baby.”


Ethan felt lightheaded. If anyone showed him a picture of a dead body over coffee at Manic Mondays — amid that mess of kitsch and ’90s ephemera, the damp backpacks and shrill laughter of his own students — he would pass out on the floor. “Weren’t you horrified?”


Simone’s contemplative habit was to watch the ceiling fan. “Sandy was trying to tell me what she had endured. That was generous, I think. She wanted me to know our friendship didn’t have to be superficial.”


“What did you do?”


“I cried.”


“You cried at Manic Mondays?”


“We both did.”


“Who would even think to take a picture? I mean, you’re in the hospital and you’ve just suffered this terrible tragedy … ”


“They send in a photographer. It’s optional. It’s the only picture you’re going to get.”


“I didn’t realize you and Sandy were so close.”


“She had another child since then. We’ve drifted apart.”


“Abigail’s son is five.” Ethan found it stirring to imagine Abigail pregnant.


Simone said nothing. She watched the ceiling fan for a long time, and Ethan became nervous. Finally, she asked, “Why do you want to be Abigail’s friend?”


His answer was unrehearsed. His answer would have been the same if his wife had asked “Why do you want to have sex with Abigail?” or “Why do you feel such tenderness for her fleshy little body?” But Simone hadn’t asked those questions, and one of the profound comforts of personhood was never having to answer a question no one had asked.


“She reminds me of kids I grew up with. She reminds me of my sister, if I had one. You ever read one of those profiles of twins separated at birth, or women and the children they gave up for adoption reunited later in life? And how they can tell they’re related? They do the same hand gestures or both gag on olives? Does that sound insane?”


“I had a thought,” said his wife. “I’ve been thinking about something.”


Ethan might have noticed the difference between those statements were his heart not in his throat.


“Maybe I shouldn’t come to Oregon,” she said.


He stroked her hair and asked, “Why don’t you want to come to Oregon?”


“I want to train for a fall marathon. And I want to read Mrs. Dalloway with Robbie. And I don’t know, I always say yes to everything — but maybe? Try this. Ask me if I’ll go to Oregon with you.”


Rarely, but lately, their most intimate interactions carried an air of performance. If Ethan asked himself for whom they were performing and why, he became terrified, and so he didn’t.


“Simone, will you come to Oregon with me? Will you eat black bean burgers with my mother? Will you sleep on a mattress stained with my adolescent fantasies?”


As a younger man he’d dreaded separations from Simone. When she took a semester’s leave from Vassar to grieve her mother and pack up her childhood home, Ethan wept himself to sleep each night. When Simone had abandoned Ethan in New Haven so she could present at conferences or interview for postdocs she didn’t end up needing, he’d felt hollow and useless until the moment she returned. But they were older now. They had spent years upon years in each other’s company. To part ways would not be painful but an exquisite imitation of pain, like watching a sad movie. He looked forward to sleeping in the center of a queen-sized bed — to building his wife knee by hip by shoulder in his mind. The ache would be so satisfying!


Simone said, “You know, I think I’ll stay.”


Ethan felt calm, or rather, elated. He enjoyed not knowing what would happen.





CHAPTER TWO



Why did it torture me?


Forgive the cliché, but the first time I saw Simone — first class, first day of graduate school — I didn’t know if I wanted to sleep with her or be her. All I knew was desire simmered low in my stomach and I wanted to make something happen. I hadn’t predicted these feelings when I registered for her workshop already knowing about her fifty-four thousand followers, her cheekbones, her internet feud with a Sterling Professor of Humanities at Yale, her internet friendship with the creator and star of an HBO show, the nine-hundred-dollar slip dress she wore to the National Book Awards, her ability to run a sub-six-minute mile, and her forthcoming scholarship on nonmonogamy in the twenty-first century. Honestly, all that left me cold. Then she took her place at the head of the table, regal in a sleeveless turtleneck, arms on display. Before giving us the prompt for our generative exercise, she produced two figs from her briefcase and ate them.


“Write about a time someone embarrassed you.”


The course was called Memory as Narrative. For twenty minutes, in my childhood chicken scratch no amount of occupational therapy had improved, I wrote about my mother dropping me off at Smith. The shame that washed over her when she realized hers was the only daughter who hadn’t brought a plastic shower caddy. Two weeks into the semester, a package arrived. A gift so large it obscured my view of whoever got on the elevator with me, tittering at the dimensions of my unwanted parcel. Inside: face masks, exfoliating scrubs, bath salts, loofahs, moisturizers, emery boards, and the triple-decker, mildew-resistant caddy to end them all. The ladies of my floor and of my ilk (Blundstones, flannel) hooted at the loot, hysterical at the idea of me, Robbie, practicing self-care.


I kept going. I wrote about the royal-blue polo shirt and matching scrunchie my mother wore chaperoning my eighth-grade field trip to the Empire State Building. The toenail fungus she never bothered to conceal at the beach. Her constant plea for book recommendations and her raw, unworldly reviews: Barry Hannah suffered from depression. Marilynne Robinson needed to get laid. I volunteered to read my piece, “Thirteen Ways My Mother Has Embarrassed Me,” out loud. Did I consider that Simone’s mother was famously dead? Did I aim to console her? (Moms — bad actually!) No, I must have wanted exactly what I got: laughter from my classmates and Simone’s icy silence. I watched her take in the ungroomed, uncouth spectacle of me.


“What Roberta’s story needs is less Roberta.”


My classmates sat up straighter, pleased to not be me.


“A virtue with which every writer should acquaint herself,” Simone went on, “is humility.”


She did not smile. My mortification at her hands was ecstasy.


Ethan got a good deal on a flight out of Rochester with a brief layover at JFK. Simone was more than willing to drive him to the airport. She liked to listen to the radio in their Subaru Baja and stop for sausage McMuffins. When he offered to take a taxi, she said, “Absolutely not,” grateful for the chance to spend time with him before he left.


It was post-McMuffins, a half hour into the drive, when Ethan received a text from the airline. There had been a gate change. The first flight of his trip from SYR to PDX would now board at Gate 15.


Ethan lost feeling in his feet. The radio played “Stand Back” by Stevie Nicks and the corn stood high in the fields.


“I’m flying out of Syracuse,” Ethan said.


“Fuck.” Simone put on her turn signal. She pulled into a gas station and updated her phone with the correct address. “We lost some time, but we left the house nice and early. You’ll make it.”


She got back on the two-lane highway and resumed driving, faster now and more intensely engaged with the Stevie Nicks song — which was longer than it should have been, or had the DJ played it twice? She hummed the chorus. Simone wasn’t mad, not even annoyed. Something Ethan admired in his wife was her precise sense of when she was suffering and when she was not. Rarely did she seem aggrieved.


Ethan wanted to cry. It wasn’t the extra minutes in the car or the possibility of missing his flight but his failure to anticipate the mistake he would make. Why hadn’t he checked? He was confident his flight was from Rochester; he often flew from Rochester. He could have sworn he remembered the subject line in his inbox: Check in now for your flight from Rochester!


Simone reached across the gearshift and took his hand. “We weren’t even driving in the wrong direction. It wasn’t the most efficient route, but it wasn’t wrong.”


“I’m sorry.” Like most apologies, his was self-indulgent.


“Don’t be.” Simone checked her mirrors for cops, then accelerated. They arrived at Syracuse an hour before takeoff. Their goodbye kiss was prolonged and European. His mistake would slip promptly from their minds and have no bearing on any future story they told about Ethan, their marriage, or this particular summer.


Ethan’s first night in Oregon, dinner was cheese enchiladas with sauce from an Old El Paso can, served with rice and refried beans. It was the meal he wanted when his heart was broken, after a long day of jury duty, and at his funeral. His mother wore plastic clogs and used a threadbare dish towel as a napkin. They took turns describing episodes of podcasts they had listened to while walking in the rain. Ethan respected Lois, could not yet imagine a time when his respect would be eclipsed by a bewildering combination of compassion and resentment.


They stayed up late watching a PBS documentary about the eruption of Mount St. Helens. As the credits rolled, Lois asked him, “Will you see any friends while you’re in town?” The question confused Ethan, then overwhelmed him. Friends? Here? He didn’t have any friends in Portland.


But if not here, where?


He went to bed and couldn’t sleep. Had he ever had a friend? Ethan thought of Adam Shiver sliding toward a soccer ball in seventh grade, how Adam had sat up in the grass and blinked at his buckled, broken arm. Ethan said to another kid, Phil Harmon, “Bet you twenty bucks it’s broken.”


“Dude,” Phil said, and he shook his head. Instantly Ethan understood his comment as heartless, a wager made by a sociopath, and was ashamed.


In high school Adam and Phil both played varsity, and Ethan was cut from JV. He pierced his ears and acquired a wood-paneled minivan. Stashing the back seat in the garage gave him and Caroline room to roll around. Caroline lived in a suburb fifteen minutes south of Portland and took TriMet bus 35 to a private school downtown. Ethan first met her waiting in line for the Ferris wheel at the Rose Festival. He was alone, she with an odd number of friends. “Ride with me,” he begged. “I’m scared of heights.” He wasn’t. Ethan and Caroline broke up before college, and the narrative on which they settled was it was hard, so hard to say goodbye, because they were best friends. What did they mean? They meant Pavement at the Crystal Ballroom and dinner at the twenty-four-hour Hotcake and Steak House. They meant cigarettes smoked leaning over the Vista Bridge guardrail before the suicide-prevention netting went up. They meant making out. They meant marijuana. All they meant was adolescence had been fun and they’d shared it. Ethan hadn’t contacted Caroline since the day he laid eyes on Simone.


In college he had four friends. His friends all looked like acoustic Bob Dylan and went by nicknames: Chubs (skinny), Fitz (last name Fitzgerald), Smokey the Beard (self-explanatory), and Philoctetes (sprained his ankle once). Nicknames never stuck to Ethan, who by that point in his life was distinguished by height and handsomeness. Smokey was the friend Ethan liked best and with whom he shared an off-campus apartment sophomore and junior years before moving in with Simone. Ethan and Smokey watched Criterion films on VHS and got high from a vaporizer Smokey, né Arthur, built in the bathroom. Their most intimate conversation concerned suicide. Whether either of them was capable of it. Ethan could never remember who had posed the question and often wondered, because Arthur — who in the late nineties had declared himself constitutionally incapable of self-harm — took his own life two days after Ethan’s wedding. Ethan hadn’t seen Chubs, Fitz, or Philoctetes since the funeral.
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