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Chapter 1 — The Full House

	 

	The October light came in sideways through the kitchen windows — amber and low, the kind that made everything look warmer than it was. Kali Franklin noticed it every Sunday. She noticed most things.

	She was at the stove stirring risotto when she heard the suitcase wheels hit the hardwood upstairs. That specific knock-and-drag, the sound Simon made when he pulled the carry-on off the closet shelf. She had heard it so many times in nine years that her body had developed its own quiet response — a small tightening somewhere behind her sternum, not quite dread, not quite relief. Something in between that she had never found the right word for.

	"Mama. Gracie took my controller."

	Marcus appeared in the kitchen doorway — eight years old, barefoot, wearing his Columbus Crew jersey with the ketchup stain she'd failed to get out three washes running. He held both hands out in a gesture of pure theatrical outrage.

	"I don't have it," said a voice from the living room.

	"She's sitting on it."

	"I'm not sitting on it on purpose."

	Kali turned the heat down under the risotto without looking away from Marcus. "Go get it back without touching her."

	"How am I supposed to —"

	"Figure it out."

	He disappeared. From the living room came the sound of negotiation — Gracie's high voice insisting on terms, Marcus's lower one trying to sound reasonable and failing. The suitcase rolled again overhead. Kali added warm stock, a ladleful at a time, and watched the liquid absorb into the rice.

	Simon's steps on the stairs. The particular rhythm of them. She had mapped her husband's footfall so precisely after nine years that she could tell his mood from the staircase. Tonight was neither hurried nor slow. Tonight was neutral. Tonight was the sound of a man moving through his own house the way you move through an airport — purposeful, somewhere else in his mind already.

	He appeared in the kitchen with his phone in his hand, scrolling.

	"Smells good," he said.

	"Risotto."

	"You made risotto on a Sunday?"

	"The kids wanted it."

	This was not entirely true. Gracie had asked for macaroni and cheese, which was what Gracie asked for at every meal including breakfast. Marcus had wanted pizza. Kali had made risotto because she needed something to do with her hands for forty-five minutes — something that demanded enough attention to keep her from thinking too carefully about the week ahead. The five days Simon would be gone. The morning drop-offs and evening pickups. The dishwasher she had to remember to run. The dry cleaning sitting in the back of her car since Tuesday.

	"Flight's at seven," Simon said.

	"I know."

	He stood at the kitchen island, still scrolling. Kali stirred. The risotto made a sound like low rain against the pan. Gracie laughed at something in the living room — a sudden bright eruption of it — and then Marcus laughed too, which meant they had negotiated successfully and she would not have to intervene. Small victories.

	"Did you call your mother back?" Simon asked.

	"Not yet."

	"She texted me."

	"I'll call her tomorrow."

	He set his phone face-down on the island. Kali noted this without turning to look at it, the way you note a car slowing in your peripheral vision. He did that sometimes — set the phone down when he came into the kitchen, as though demonstrating something. She had never quite decided what.

	"I can take the car in Tuesday," he said. "The oil."

	"It can wait till you're back."

	"You said it was making a noise."

	"It's a small noise."

	He looked at her then — directly, the way he had when they first knew each other, the look that used to mean he was paying attention to her specifically and not to the general idea of her. She held his gaze for a moment. She thought: say something real. She thought: ask me something.

	He didn't. He picked up his phone.

	"I'll put the kids to bed," he said.

	"They've eaten?"

	"I'll feed them first."

	She heard him in the living room — the kids' noise recalibrating around his arrival, Gracie immediately demanding to be carried, Marcus launching into a recap of something that had happened at school on Friday, something he had apparently been saving for when Simon got home. Kali stirred the risotto. Added more stock. Waited.

	It was not a bad evening. That was the thing she couldn't explain to anyone — not to her mother, not to her friend Dana, not to anyone. There was nothing to point to. No one raised their voice. No one said anything cruel. Simon was a good father. He fed the kids and listened to Marcus's story with what sounded like genuine attention and carried Gracie upstairs on his back while she shrieked with pleasure. Kali heard all of it from the kitchen, where she ate her risotto standing at the counter because she had forgotten to time things so that they'd all eat together, which happened more often than it used to.

	She did the dishes. Wiped down the counter. Turned off the Sunday light.

	Simon came downstairs at eight-thirty, phone in hand. He was already showered — she could smell the cedar soap from where she stood, the same one she had bought him five Christmases running because he had never told her he didn't love it, which she had always taken as a kind of preference.

	"They're down," he said.

	"Thank you."

	"Marcus wants pancakes next Saturday."

	"Tell him I heard."

	Simon looked around the kitchen the way men look around a room when they are trying to think of the next task — not because tasks remain but because standing still in the same room as another person requires something to do with your eyes. He opened the refrigerator. Closed it. Poured himself a glass of water.

	"I should get some sleep," he said. "Early morning."

	"I know."

	He crossed the kitchen and kissed her on the forehead. She felt the warmth of it — brief, light, the duration of a comma — and then it was done and he was heading toward the stairs and she was standing at the counter with her hands still slightly damp from the dishes.

	"Night," he said from the bottom of the stairs.

	"Night," she said.

	She heard him go up. Heard the bedroom door close — not slammed, just closed. She was always noting whether things were slammed or not, as though the force of a closing door carried information. It didn't, she knew. Nothing was slammed in this house. Everything was just quietly, competently, closed.

	She turned off the kitchen light and stood for a moment in the dark. Through the window, the neighbor's porch light threw a pale square across the lawn. Somewhere on the street a car passed. Columbus, Ohio, 8:47 on a Sunday night — everything exactly where it should be and something, some unnamed thing, two degrees off from right.

	She went upstairs. Checked on Gracie, who had twisted herself into her blankets with characteristic determination. Checked on Marcus, who slept on his back with his arms at his sides like a small, dignified soldier. She stood in his doorway a moment longer than she needed to.

	In the bedroom, the lamp on Simon's side was already off. She could hear the specific steadiness of his breathing — not quite asleep yet, but somewhere in the corridor between. She got into bed carefully, on her side, in her space. The distance between them was not dramatic. Not the vast cold acreage of two people at war. It was simply — adequate. The right amount of space for two adults sharing a bed. She had read somewhere once that the average couple sleeps eight inches apart. She had thought about that sentence more than she was comfortable admitting.

	She lay on her back and looked at the ceiling and listened to him breathe.

	She was almost asleep when the question surfaced — the one that came some nights and not others, the one she didn't know what to do with: When did leaving start to feel like breathing for him?

	She didn't have the answer. She wasn't sure she wanted it.

	She closed her eyes. She stayed very still. Outside, Columbus was doing what Columbus did on Sunday nights — quietly, without drama — and inside this house, in this bed that was exactly the right size and somehow not quite big enough, Kali Franklin lay beside her husband and tried to remember the last time he had reached for her in the dark.

	She was asleep before she found it.


Chapter 2 — "I-270 North" 

	The relief came before he even hit the on-ramp.

	That was the part that bothered him. Not the feeling itself — Simon Hicks had enough self-awareness to understand that nine years of marriage and two children under ten produced a reasonable appetite for silence. Any therapist would tell him that. He'd read enough to know the feeling had a name, a category, a predictable arc. Normal. Documented. Practically expected.

	What bothered him was the speed of it.

	He hadn't even cleared the neighborhood. He was still on Olentangy River Road, close enough to the house that he could have seen it in the rearview if he'd looked, when something in his chest simply — released. A fist opening. He sat with both hands on the wheel and felt that unclenching and didn't know what to call it except relief, and didn't know what to do with it except feel guilty, and the guilt arrived almost immediately, which he supposed was something. Which he supposed meant he was still paying attention.

	The highway was empty at this hour. 4:58 AM, the dashboard said. He'd checked twice already, the way he checked when he was anxious, though he didn't feel anxious. He felt the opposite. That was the problem.

	I-270 in the dark before dawn was its own particular thing. The lights overhead came at intervals, yellow-white against the black sky, and his car passed under them in a rhythm that was almost meditative. To the east, beyond the office parks and the flat Ohio fields, the sky was beginning to do something that couldn't yet be called color — just a faint concession that dark had a direction to go. October dark. Ohio October dark, which was dry and clean and smelled faintly of the season turning, even through the sealed windows of the car.

	He had a travel mug in the cupholder. Made it at 4:30, moving quietly through the kitchen so he wouldn't wake the kids. He'd stood at the counter in the near-dark — not turning on the overhead because that would have been too much, too sudden — and measured out the grounds and listened to the house breathe around him. He'd stayed longer than the coffee required.

	He reached for the mug now. Already going cold. He always let it go cold on these early drives and had never quite understood why he kept making it, except that the ritual of making it was something to do at 4:30 in the morning when a house slept around you.

	

	

	He would miss the kids by Tuesday.

	This was not a small thing and he wanted to be clear about it, at least to himself, in the privacy of the car. Gracie's weight on his back on the stairs last night — that specific warmth, her arms locked around his neck with the complete trust of a five-year-old who had never once considered that he might drop her. Marcus's story about Friday, the one about the kid at school who'd tried to trade a broken pencil sharpener for Marcus's lunch, which Marcus had reported with the solemnity of a diplomat recounting a failed peace negotiation. He would miss that by Tuesday. By Wednesday he'd be checking his phone for photos Kali sent.

	He loved his children in a way that still surprised him sometimes — its specific gravity, how it had rearranged the architecture of everything he'd thought he was. He hadn't expected that. He'd expected to love them. He hadn't expected it to feel structural.

	He drank the cold coffee. A truck passed him on the left, moving fast, its taillights pulling away into the dark ahead.

	The problem was that the two things — missing his kids and the relief in his chest — existed at the same time without canceling each other out. That was what he couldn't reconcile. He'd assumed, on some level, that enough love in one direction would balance the equation. It didn't. The chest stayed unclenched. The road kept coming.

	

	

	Ten years ago, he'd left her apartment at five in the morning.

	He didn't know why the memory surfaced now — maybe the hour, maybe the particular quality of the October dark, maybe just the highway doing what highways do at this speed, loosening something. He'd been seeing Kali for fourteen months. They didn't yet live together. He'd had a site visit in Westerville at seven and had set his alarm for four-forty-five, and she had not complained, which was one of the things about her then — the way she absorbed inconveniences without performing them back at you.

	He'd gathered his things quietly. Put on his jacket in the hallway of her apartment — the one in the Short North, the third-floor walk-up that smelled like the coffee she brewed too strong and the particular wood of old Ohio buildings. He'd let himself out. Walked down three flights of stairs and out into the parking lot and gotten into his car — the old Accord, gray, the one with the busted passenger-side mirror he'd been meaning to fix for a year.

	He'd sat there.

	He hadn't started the engine. He'd just sat in the parking lot of her building at five in the morning and felt, with complete physical clarity, that this was wrong. Not wrong — not morally. Just wrong the way a dislocated joint is wrong, the way a note played flat is wrong. Something in the configuration of the world was incorrect, and the incorrect thing was the distance between himself and the third floor of that building.

	He'd called her.

	It rang twice before she answered, half-asleep, her voice doing what her voice did when she was not quite conscious — lower, slower, less careful.

	You're calling me from the parking lot, she'd said. Not a question.

	I might be.

	Your jacket is on the chair.

	It wasn't. He'd had it on. But he said I know anyway and they'd stayed on the phone for another minute saying nothing in particular, just the sound of each other breathing in the early morning, and then he'd said go back to sleep and she'd said drive safe and he'd sat there another moment after hanging up, smiling at nothing, in a parking lot, at five in the morning, before he could make himself start the engine.

	He remembered the specific effort of starting that engine. What it had cost him.

	

	

	His exit was in four miles. John Glenn Columbus International — he'd made this drive so many times that his body executed it with almost no involvement from his mind, which was perhaps the issue, which was perhaps why the mind wandered when his hands knew the route this well.

	He tried to locate the feeling from the parking lot. That specific wrongness, the pull back toward the third floor. He understood it as a concept. He could describe it accurately. He could recall the physical sensation of it with a specificity that surprised him, ten years later, still.

	What he could not do — what he noticed, with the particular precision of a man who made his living assessing structural integrity — was feel it.

	He reached for the travel mug and found it empty.

	He set it back in the cupholder.

	Outside, the sky to the east had graduated from suggestion to something you could almost name — a thin gray-blue line where the fields met the horizon, the kind of light that arrived like an apology. The highway lights were beginning to seem redundant. In another twenty minutes they'd click off automatically, the city's systems deciding the dark had been sufficiently handled.

	He thought about Marcus's story. The pencil sharpener. The failed negotiation. He thought about the specific weight of Gracie on his back.

	He thought about Kali standing at the stove with the risotto, her back to him, and the particular quality of that back — not cold, not performing coldness, just turned. Occupied. The posture of a woman who had long ago stopped expecting him to walk through a door and change the temperature of the room.

	He had used to change the temperature of the room.

	He thought: I don't know when I stopped.

	He thought: I don't know when she stopped expecting me to.

	The airport exit came up on his right. He took it. The road curved down off the highway into the flat, bright logic of the departures area — the signs, the lanes, the specific orderliness of a place designed to move people through it without confusion or hesitation.

	He should not have checked the radio. He knew, pulling into the short-term lot, that he should simply sit with what the highway had shown him. That the self-aware thing, the honest thing, was to let the question stay open until he had something true to say about it.

	He turned the radio up instead.

	Something loud. Something without lyrics that could mean anything. He sat in the car for a moment with the radio filling the space where the question had been — this man in a parking lot at an airport at 5 AM, engine still running, not yet ready to go in.

	Then he cut the engine. Got his bag from the back seat. Locked the car with two short beeps that sounded, in the morning quiet, definitive.

	He walked through the automatic doors and into the airport's particular brand of artificial light, and behind him the car sat cooling in the October dark, and the question he hadn't answered sat with it.

	He did not look back.

	 


Chapter 3 — The Green Light

	She taught the green light every year.

	Juniors, third period, the week after fall break — Fitzgerald reliably produced a particular quality of attention in sixteen-year-olds, which was the attention of people who had just enough experience of wanting things they couldn't have to feel the vibration of it without yet understanding why. They didn't always know what to say about it. But they leaned in. Even the ones who hadn't done the reading leaned in, which was its own kind of data.

	Kali had taught at Worthington Hills High School for eleven years. She knew the difference between a class that was tracking and a class that was somewhere else entirely, and third period on this particular Tuesday had been somewhere else for most of the lesson — restless, distracted, passing the specific low-frequency signal of a group that had agreed without speaking to be collectively unavailable. Two absences. A homecoming vote that apparently required whispered consultation throughout. The boy in the back who'd had his phone confiscated and was dealing with the bereavement.

	And then Janelle Prescott had raised her hand.

	Janelle sat in the third row, center seat, which was either a coincidence or a declaration — Kali had never decided which. She was the kind of student who waited until she had something to say before she said it, which was rarer than it should have been and worth accommodating when it appeared.

	"I don't understand why she stays."

	Kali looked up from the passage she'd had them reading. "Say more."

	"Daisy. She stays with Tom." Janelle held her book open but was not looking at it. "Even after everything. After Gatsby — and she knows how Gatsby feels, right? She's not confused about that. She knows. She just —" She paused. Looked at the book, then back up. "She chooses Tom anyway. And I don't get it."

	A few heads turned. The collective unavailability of third period recalibrated slightly — someone sat up straighter; two girls near the window put their phones away without being asked. This was the thing about the right question in the right room. It reorganized people.

	"That's the question, isn't it," Kali said. She moved to the board, not because she needed to write anything, but because she thought better when she was moving. "Let's sit with it. Why would Daisy stay?"

	"Tom's awful," said a boy near the back — Darius, who read everything two weeks ahead and couldn't always help himself.

	"Tom is awful," Kali agreed. "That's established. That's not in dispute. So why does she stay?"

	"Money," someone said.

	"Okay. What else?"

	"Her kid." This from Janelle again. "She has a daughter. You don't just —" She stopped. Tried again. "It's not as easy when there are kids."

	"No," Kali said. "It isn't." She turned and wrote on the board: what holds us. Not in cursive, not decorated, just the words. "What else."

	"History." A girl in the first row — Maya, who wrote the best personal essays Kali had seen in a decade and would probably never know it. "They have all this history together. That's not nothing. You can't just — it's not nothing."

	"She's scared," someone else said. "Like, Gatsby is this whole thing. He's a lot. And Tom is — at least she knows what Tom is."

	Kali nodded. At the board, she wrote: history. Children. Fear of the unknown. Familiarity.

	"Here's the thing about Daisy," she said, "that Fitzgerald is doing very quietly, in a way that's easy to miss if you're reading fast." She moved back toward the center of the room. She liked this part of a lesson — the narrowing toward something specific. "He never tells you she doesn't love Gatsby. Read it carefully. He never says that. What he says is that she can't sustain it. That the feeling is real and she cannot build a life on it. There's a difference between not feeling something and feeling it and deciding — for whatever reason, complex and human and entirely her own — that you cannot follow it."

	She paused. The room had the quality of rooms that are actually listening, which was a particular kind of silence, denser than the usual kind.

	"So is she a coward?" Janelle asked.

	Kali considered this. She'd been asked it before — every year someone asked it, though they phrased it differently. Is she weak. Is she stupid. Is she selfish. The vocabulary changed but the question was always the same.

	"I think," Kali said carefully, "that she is a woman making a calculation the way people make calculations when they are standing in the middle of their lives. With imperfect information. With everything they've built on one side of the scale and a feeling — a very large feeling, but a feeling — on the other. And Fitzgerald doesn't judge her for it." She looked at the room. "Neither should we."

	The bell rang. The class dissolved into the specific organized chaos of thirty teenagers relocating themselves. Chairs pushed back, bags lifted, conversations beginning before anyone had fully left the room. Kali stood at the board while they filed out. Janelle paused at the door.

	"I still don't get it," Janelle said. Not as an argument. More like a verdict she was issuing about herself.

	"You might," Kali said. "Give it ten years."

	Janelle made a face that communicated what she thought of ten years and left. Kali looked at the board.

	What holds us. History. Children. Fear of the unknown. Familiarity.

	She erased it. The chalk dust settled in the afternoon light — October light again, the same amber-low quality it had in her kitchen on Sunday, following her apparently. She gathered her papers and walked the half-full corridor to her classroom to get her coat and thought, without yet knowing what to call the thought: I give that lesson every year.

	 

	She picked up Marcus and Gracie from aftercare at four-fifteen. Marcus was in the middle of something complicated with another boy that required four minutes of context she received while unlocking the car. Gracie had made a painting. It was either a horse or a house; Kali did not ask for clarification because Gracie's feelings about clarification questions were well-established and time was limited. She got them home, got them snacks, got Marcus started on homework with the particular combination of authority and negotiation that homework extraction required, and managed all of it without once thinking about Daisy Buchanan.

	It wasn't until the kids were in front of the television at six-thirty, the unambiguous bribe she used on the nights she needed thirty minutes to simply exist without being needed, that the lesson came back.

	She stood at the kitchen window with a glass of water she'd forgotten to drink.

	Outside, the neighbor's maple had gone full October — deep red at the edges, a color so specific to this particular week of this particular season that it existed for approximately four days before the wind took it. She looked at it without looking at it.

	She can't sustain it.

	She'd said that. About Daisy. About the feeling being real and the life being the thing she couldn't build on it. She said it every year. She had a version of that explanation that worked on almost every combination of sixteen-year-olds, that recalibrated itself slightly depending on the room but landed in essentially the same place. She'd been giving it for eleven years. She knew what she was saying.

	It had not, in eleven years, ever sounded the way it sounded this afternoon.

	She tried to locate what was different. The drive home had been ordinary — 315 South to Henderson Road, the sequence of lights she knew well enough to navigate without attention, Gracie asking questions from the back seat about whether horses could swim and Marcus explaining, patiently and incorrectly, that they could not. Nothing different. Nothing that should have made a lesson she'd given a hundred times sit in the passenger seat the whole way home and follow her into the kitchen.

	Except.

	She had looked at the board. At what holds us.

	And then she had looked at the words and thought, not about Daisy, about herself.

	She put the glass down on the counter carefully. This was the kind of thought she generally did not let develop too far — not because it was untrue but because she was a practical woman and the thought did not have anywhere useful to go. She had two children in the next room and thirty-seven research papers to grade by Friday and a car that was making a small noise and a husband who would be in Denver until Saturday and a mother who needed a phone call returned and a friend who'd texted twice this week and received a voice memo both times because Kali could not figure out where to find the twenty minutes for an actual conversation.

	She was not Daisy Buchanan. She was not in a novel. She did not have a green light across the water.

	She had a kitchen and a risotto she'd made two nights ago and a feeling she could not quite name that had been living somewhere in the vicinity of her sternum for long enough that she had stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing the sound of the refrigerator.

	From the living room: Marcus laughing at something. Gracie asking a question. The television rearranging itself around their attention.

	Kali picked up the glass and drank the water. All of it. Then she rinsed the glass and set it in the drying rack and went to the doorway of the living room and stood watching her children watch television — Marcus with his legs folded under him on the couch, Gracie with her painting on her lap, touching the dried paint with one finger the way she'd been told not to.

	She thought: I have everything.

	She thought: I know I have everything.

	And under that thought, very quietly, the way a note sounds under a chord — the smaller note, the one that gives the chord its color — something else. Something she did not allow into full sentences. Something that lived in the register below language, below the part of her mind that had words for things, in the place where the body keeps its honest accounting.

	She went to sit with her children. She would grade papers later. She would call her mother tomorrow. She would figure out the car and the friend and the thirty-seven essays and the long way to Saturday.

	She sat on the couch and Gracie immediately climbed into her lap, painting and all, with the complete territorial confidence of a five-year-old who has never once doubted that this particular space is hers. Kali put her arms around her daughter and looked at the television without watching it.

	She was an English teacher.

	She had spent eleven years in a classroom teaching other people's children to find what authors conceal — the real subject beneath the stated subject, the wound beneath the words, the current beneath the surface of the sentence. What does Fitzgerald want us to feel here that he is not saying directly. She asked it every week. She expected them to answer.

	She looked at her daughter's painting, which she now decided was a horse.

	She thought about Janelle Prescott at the door: I still don't get it.

	She had said: give it ten years.

	She had meant it as the kind of gentle provocation she sometimes offered students who were ready for a longer answer than the lesson allowed. She had not meant it about anything specific.

	She was almost entirely sure of that.

	Outside, the October dark was coming early the way it did this time of year — not arriving so much as falling, the sky simply deciding it had done enough. The maple in the neighbor's yard had disappeared into it. Tomorrow she might look for it and find the color gone, the red taken by whatever came through overnight, and it would simply be a bare tree by the fence again, ordinary and unremarkable, with nothing to show for what it had briefly been.

	Gracie fell asleep on her lap at seven-fifteen, still holding the painting.

	Kali did not move.


Chapter 4 — "Adjacent" 

	He made pasta.

	Nothing elaborate — linguine with the jarred marinara Kali bought in quantities and stacked on the third pantry shelf, Italian sausage from the freezer, the good parmesan he'd picked up on Wednesday from the Kroger on High Street because he knew she liked it and it was the kind of thing he thought about while standing in grocery store aisles. He browned the sausage while Marcus set the table with the imprecision of an eight-year-old who understood the concept of a fork's correct placement without finding it particularly urgent, and Gracie stood on her step stool at the counter and stirred the marinara with a wooden spoon she'd selected herself because it was her job, she'd decided, and jobs once claimed by Gracie were not easily reassigned.

	"Don't let it splash," Kali said, coming through the kitchen.

	"I'm not."

	"Gracie."

	"I'm being careful."

	She was not being especially careful. Kali ripped a paper towel from the roll and laid it gently over the edge of the pot as a splash guard, which Gracie examined and found acceptable. Simon moved her step stool two inches to the left so she was centered better. She accepted this without comment, which meant she hadn't noticed, which meant he'd done it correctly.

	This was what Friday evenings looked like. He found them, most weeks, genuinely good — the specific quality of noise and motion that meant everyone was home and nothing had gone wrong and the week was over. There was something in the physics of a Friday evening kitchen, all four of them in it at once, that produced in Simon a feeling he didn't have a precise word for. Density, maybe. The sense of matter collected in one place, held together by some force that was invisible but real.

	He drained the pasta and mixed everything together in the big white bowl Kali's mother had given them for their fifth anniversary — chosen, her mother had explained, because it was the size that signified a family, which Simon had found mortifying at the time and had since come to think was exactly right.

	They ate.

	Marcus had a story about his friend Jordan's older brother who had apparently done something on a dirt bike that required significant narrative scaffolding to fully appreciate. Simon listened. He asked the right questions. Was the brother okay — the brother was completely fine, which seemed to disappoint Marcus slightly on a structural level since a story about someone who was fine was a less satisfying story than the alternative. Gracie ate four bites of pasta and conducted a parallel negotiation about the piece of sausage she didn't want, which she pushed to the extreme edge of her plate with the focused deliberation of someone quarantining a problem.

	Kali talked about the dry cleaning, which she'd remembered to bring in finally, and a note she'd gotten from Marcus's teacher about a history project due before Thanksgiving, which Marcus expressed surprise about on the grounds that he had definitely known about it and it was not new information. The conversation that followed on this point was brief and inconclusive.

	This was what they talked about at dinner. Simon understood this — had told himself more than once that all long marriages were built of exactly this material: logistics and children and the small administrative facts of a shared life. He was not naive enough to expect every dinner to be twenty-nine and electric. He knew what nine years looked like. He had watched his parents navigate their own version of it, the way a long marriage became its own weather system, its own particular atmospheric pressure that you mostly moved through without noticing.

	He was not unhappy at dinner. He wanted to be precise about that. He ate his pasta and listened to his son's story and adjusted his daughter's plate when she wasn't looking so the piece of sausage moved back toward the center where it belonged. He was not unhappy.

	He was just — Simon searched for the word while pouring himself a second glass of water — present in the way that you are present at a thing you've attended many times before. Familiar. Fluent. Somewhere between fully there and not quite there, which was perhaps the same place he'd been for longer than he could specifically locate.

	 

	After dinner, the kids moved to the living room with the unwinding energy of a Friday, the particular low-frequency restlessness that came from a week of being asked to sit still. Marcus wanted to watch something. Gracie wanted to do something Marcus didn't want to do. Simon loaded the dishwasher while Kali wrapped the leftover pasta in the way she'd always done it — plastic wrap directly on the surface so it didn't dry out, a method she'd learned from somewhere and performed with an efficiency so absolute it had become invisible to him years ago.

	They moved around each other in the kitchen without collision.

	He wiped the counter. She put the good parmesan back in the drawer in the door of the refrigerator, the drawer specifically designated for it, and turned around and leaned against the counter for a moment. He registered this — the leaning, the particular quality of stillness in it — the way you register something that is slightly unusual against the texture of routine.

	She was looking at the window above the sink. Outside, the October dark was complete. The window gave back their reflection — two people in a lit kitchen, slightly abstracted, like people seen through water.

	"Marcus's teacher," she started. "Mrs. Anand. She —" And then she stopped. Made a small sound, almost a laugh, that didn't become a laugh. "Never mind."

	"What?"

	"Nothing. It's — never mind." She pushed off the counter and reached past him for the dish towel. "She's just very earnest. About the project."

	He looked at her. He could see she'd been about to say something else — something that would have required a different kind of listening than the listening he'd been doing all evening. He could see it the way you can see a fish turn just below the surface of water, present and then gone, and the surface smooth again as though nothing had broken it.

	"What were you going to say?"

	"Nothing, honestly." She folded the dish towel. "Just something dumb."

	He almost pushed. He was aware, in the moment, that he could push — that something was available there, something small and possibly real, and that the pushing would be simple, just a question, just: tell me the dumb thing. He had pushed before. He knew how. It wasn't a skill he'd lost.

	He let it pass.

	He dried his hands on the towel she'd just folded and said, "She means well, Mrs. Anand."

	"She does," Kali said. "She really does."

	They went to the living room.

	 

	She chose the show. He'd stopped having preferences about television somewhere around the third year of marriage, or rather he'd stopped expressing them, which had eventually produced the same result. She picked something British — a mystery, the kind with good landscape and characters who said significant things in beautiful rooms. He didn't mind it. He generally didn't mind it. He sat on his side of the couch and she sat on hers and the show moved through its first act with the unhurried confidence of something that knew exactly what it was doing.

	The kids were in bed by nine. He'd done Marcus. She'd done Gracie, which had taken twenty-two minutes longer than Marcus by Simon's estimate, which was consistent with the data.

	He came back to the couch. She had pulled a blanket over her legs. The room was the specific temperature of a house in mid-October in Ohio that hasn't yet committed to turning the heat on, cool enough to want a blanket, not cool enough to justify the furnace. He could have sat closer. There was no reason not to. The space between them was not a declared space, not an arrangement — it was just where they'd each separately settled, the way water finds its own level.

	He watched the show. A woman on screen said something careful to a man who deserved more care than she was giving him, or possibly less — Simon hadn't been tracking closely enough to be certain which. Kali made a small sound of comprehension, something she did when a plot point confirmed a theory she'd been running. He had always liked that about her. The sound of her following a story. The way she arrived at her conclusions slightly ahead of the revelation and waited for the narrative to catch up.

	He looked at her profile. She was watching the screen with the focused attention she gave to things she found genuinely interesting. The blanket pulled up to her ribs. Her feet tucked under her. A small frown that wasn't unhappiness — he knew the difference — just concentration.

	He thought: I know her well.

	He thought: she has the same frown in a classroom.

	He thought: I haven't seen her in a classroom in six years.
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