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	CHAPTER ONE

	The Party

	Elena

	The night before I found the receipt, I stood in our kitchen and watched him charm a room full of people who loved us, and I thought: I could leave this. I thought it the way you think about jumping from a great height — not with intention, just with the knowledge that the drop was there.

	

	Our penthouse is on the thirty-fourth floor. There is a great deal of drop.

	I had arranged sixteen candles on the long dining table because sixteen is the number that looks like intention without looking like effort. The florist had sent white peonies — my standing order, the one Marcus has never once cancelled even during the worst years, which I have always taken as a kind of love language, though perhaps it is only habit. The catering team moved through the kitchen with the efficiency of people who have been paid enough to be invisible. I had worn the navy dress, the one with the keyhole back that Marcus bought me in Milan two years ago. He had seen it in a window and said, without looking at me, you should have that. So I had it. That is the kind of married we are. Have been. The distinction between those two tenses is the whole problem.

	Twenty-two people. Lawyers, mostly. Marcus's partners and their wives, two of whom I have known so long I sometimes forget they weren't my friends first. Cara Lennox, who always brings a bottle of something obscenely good and drinks two glasses and then nurses a third with the discipline of a woman managing a secret. Jonathan Adesanya, who made senior partner the same year Marcus did and has the laugh of a man who never doubts himself, which I both envy and don't trust. The Hartleys, whom Marcus invited because Geoffrey Hartley is the senior partner and this is what you do when you want something — you cook for the people who can give it to you and you call it hospitality.

	I moved through the party the way I always move through parties: attentive, warm, careful. I am good at this. I have had eleven years of practice. Elena Voss at fifty people is a performance I have polished to the point where I sometimes forget it is a performance, which may be the most efficient kind.

	Marcus was at the far end of the living room, the city blazing behind him through thirty feet of glass. He was telling a story — I could see it from the shape of the group, the way people were angled toward him, the particular frequency of attention he generates when he decides to be magnetic. He was wearing the white shirt I had laid out, open at the collar, jacket off. He looked like a man who had walked out of his own biography.

	I have loved Marcus Voss for thirteen years. Married him for eleven of those. And there are still moments — rare now, but not absent — when I look at him across a room full of people and feel the precise shock of having chosen him. Of having been chosen back. The way he stood that night, the amber light catching the silver at his temples, the city enormous and indifferent behind him — he was beautiful. He has always been beautiful. That has never been the problem either.

	✦

	The problem announced itself twice, quietly, the way problems in a marriage almost always do.

	The first time: around nine o'clock, when I was freshening drinks at the sideboard and I looked up to find Marcus across the room, and his phone was in his hand, face-down on the armrest of the sofa. Nothing unusual about that. Except that I watched him pick it up, glance at the screen in a motion so brief it was almost nothing, and put it back face-down with the careful deliberateness of a man concealing a reflex. I know that motion. I know it the way you know a sound your own house makes — so familiar it has become almost unconscious, the body's own private knowledge.

	I poured Cara's wine and said something about the peonies and did not think about the phone again. Or I chose not to. Both things can be true.

	The second time: eleven-thirty, after Geoffrey Hartley and his wife had put on their coats and the party was thinning to its comfortable dregs, the people who stay because they don't want to go home or because they're drinking the last of the Burgundy and it's too good to waste. Marcus was standing with Jonathan by the window. His hand was in his pocket. He was laughing at something Jonathan had said. And then he stopped laughing, briefly, completely, as if a switch had been thrown — just for a second, just long enough for me to see it from across the room — and then he laughed again, and Jonathan didn't notice, and I don't think anyone else did either.

	I noticed.

	I noticed and I thought: he is tired. And then I thought: no, that's not tiredness. And then I thought about the phone, face-down on the sofa arm, and the practiced quickness of the glance.

	I went to the kitchen and asked the catering team what time they expected to finish and thanked them in the voice I use when I want something to be over.

	✦

	When the last guests left, Marcus locked the door and turned and leaned his back against it and looked at me with an expression I have catalogued and cannot name. It is the expression he wears when something is both better and worse than he expected. He wore it at our wedding, briefly, when I came down the aisle. He wore it once at a hospital, years ago, when the news was good after all.

	He wore it that night.

	"Good party," he said.

	"Yes."

	"Geoffrey seemed pleased about the Hartley Group acquisition. He was talking about it with Sarah most of the night."

	"I know." I was stacking glasses, even though the catering team had been clear they would handle everything in the morning. I needed something to do with my hands. "He mentioned it to me too. He likes you. He's always liked you."

	"That's the idea."

	Marcus pushed off the door and came toward me, and I felt it — the particular gravity of him, the way a room reorganizes itself around wherever he is standing. He stopped at the island and picked up an olive from the bowl that hadn't been cleared yet and ate it with the unselfconscious ease of a man in his own home. His home. Our home. The distinction between those two things has been harder to locate, lately.

	"You look beautiful tonight," he said. "You always look beautiful, but tonight especially."

	I looked at him. The compliment was real — I could hear that it was real, the specific register of his voice when he means something rather than when he is managing me. That has always been the cruelty of it. He has never stopped meaning the real things. He has simply also been doing other things alongside them.

	But I didn't know that yet. Not all of it. Not the full shape.

	"Thank you," I said.

	He came around the island and put his hand on the back of my neck, under my hair, where he knows I carry my tension, where he has always known. He pressed his thumb into the muscle there and I felt my eyes close without my permission.

	"Come to bed," he said. "The rest can wait."

	I let him lead me. I have always been able to let him lead me, which is either the best or the worst thing I can say about myself. We lay in our bed on the thirty-fourth floor and the city gave its orange light to the ceiling and Marcus fell asleep with his hand on my hip, and I lay there in the dark and thought about nothing in particular.

	I told myself I was tired.

	I was not tired.

	

	Year two, the weekend in the Hamptons. He disappeared for three hours and came back smelling like a stranger's cigarettes and a bar I hadn't been to. I should have left.

	

	I lay awake for a long time after Marcus fell asleep, listening to him breathe, and I thought about Paris. I haven't thought about Paris in years. I set that city down so carefully, so deliberately, folded it like a letter I had decided not to send. But it was there that night in the dark — the Marais apartment I had rented on a curatorial fellowship the year I met Marcus, the September light through tall windows, the specific smell of a city that is not New York. The way I had been, at twenty-six, in that apartment: a woman with a particular life ahead of her that she had not yet been persuaded to exchange for another one.

	Marcus rolled over in his sleep and put his arm across my waist and I lay very still inside the weight of it.

	In the morning, I would find a receipt in his jacket pocket.

	In the morning, eleven years of a marriage would fold in half like paper.

	But that night I lay still, and the city breathed outside, and I thought about Paris, and I did not understand yet that I was already grieving.

	 




	CHAPTER TWO

	What She Doesn't Know Yet

	Marcus

	He had ended it two weeks ago. That was the fact he kept returning to, the load-bearing wall of the story he had been constructing about himself. He had ended it. Unprompted, unforced. He had made the decision and he had executed it and it was done, and this — all of this, the dinner party, Elena in the navy dress moving through their apartment like she owned not just the space but the light in it — this was what came next. This was who he was choosing. Had chosen. The past tense was important.

	

	Marcus Voss understood, professionally and otherwise, that a story's architecture is only as strong as the language you use to tell it. He had built cases for twenty years on the precision of words. He knew the difference between I ended it and it ended. He had used the active voice deliberately, applied it to himself like a verdict.

	He also knew, in the part of himself he didn't allow into conference rooms or depositions, that the distinction was thinner than he needed it to be.

	But the party. The party was good. Elena had arranged it with the specific elegance she brought to everything she organized — the candles in that particular configuration, the peonies, the Burgundy that Geoffrey Hartley had appreciated with a reverence that Marcus had clocked immediately and filed away. Elena understood rooms. She always had. It was one of the things he had loved first, the way she could enter a space and read it, reshape it, understand what it needed and provide it without drawing attention to the providing. She had done it in his life as much as his apartments, and he had been grateful in the distracted way of a man who benefits enormously from something he has stopped bothering to see.

	He was trying to see it again. He was trying to see her again. This was part of the project of himself he had been building since two weeks ago, the new construction on the old foundation. He would be present. He would be attentive. He would stop turning his phone face-down and he would stop holding his breath in the room with her and he would be, again, the man she had married.

	He had checked the phone twice. He knew she had seen the second time, or suspected she had — Elena had a way of noticing things from across a room that he had always found faintly unsettling in the way that a great intelligence in a person you love is unsettling: entirely admirable, mildly threatening. He had checked the phone because Natalie had texted and he needed to know what it said and it said nothing he hadn't expected — she was not relitigating, she was not threatening, she was simply saying goodbye in the way she had been saying goodbye for two weeks, one message every few days, each one smaller than the last, a controlled descent. He had not responded. He would not respond. It was done.

	He put the phone face-down and laughed at something Jonathan said about the Hamilton decision and thought: this is fine. This is going to be fine.

	✦

	The difficulty with Elena was not that she didn't love him. The difficulty was that she did, and that her love was the most completely observant thing he had ever been the subject of, and he had spent the better part of a year hiding inside it like a man hiding in plain sight, trusting that she loved him too much to look too hard.

	He understood this was not a flattering thing to understand about himself. He had spent considerable effort not understanding it, or not letting the understanding have its full surface area, the way you can sit with a diagnosis for weeks before it becomes real.

	She had looked beautiful that night. He had told her so and meant it with a completeness that embarrassed him — not because the feeling was weak but because it was so large and so simple and he had done nothing to deserve the continued existence of it. Elena in the navy dress, moving through their apartment with the quiet authority of a woman who has arranged everything and is now simply allowing the arrangement to breathe. He had watched her from across the room and felt the old thing — the original thing, the one that predated the firm and the penthouse and all of the accumulated performance of the life they had built — and it had been, as it always was, both the best and the worst thing about the situation.

	The best because it was real. The worst because he had treated something real with a carelessness that he was only now, standing in the rubble of his own choices, beginning to fully measure.

	He had touched the back of her neck, under her hair, and felt her close her eyes, and something in him had cracked open very quietly. He knew that spot. He had known it since their second year together, when she had come home from a terrible day at the museum — some donor situation, some piece she had fought for — and he had found her at the kitchen counter with her shoulders up around her ears, and he had stood behind her and pressed his thumb into that particular muscle and felt her exhale like she had been holding the breath all day. He knew her. He had always known her. The knowledge had not protected either of them.

	He fell asleep with his hand on her hip and slept the sleep of a man who has decided he is safe. He had no idea she was still awake. He had no idea she was lying in the dark thinking about Paris.

	He didn't know about Paris, not really. He knew she had given it up, the fellowship, the Marais apartment, the particular trajectory she had been on. He knew she had come to New York for him and then stayed for the marriage and eventually for the firm she had built herself, the consulting practice that she ran from their spare room with a precision and a passion that he had always admired and never, not once, asked about the cost of. He knew the shape of the sacrifice without knowing its weight.
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