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SAY SOMETHING.


I watch my husband out of the corner of my eye, imploring, wishing he would end the silence filling our car. In the window past him, the ocean glitters, unchanging. The California coastline should inspire wonder, with its rippling cliffs and its crystalline expanse, even when you’ve spent hours watching the water through the windshield. Instead, the thing I notice most is how it just keeps going.


Say something.


Graham doesn’t. He drives, his long fingers clamped on the pebbled leather of the steering wheel, his posture stiff. The quiet, interrupted only by the occasional whoosh of cars passing us, prickles over me like the start of a sunburn.


Is this how this week will be?


I told myself it wouldn’t. I’ve told myself that pretty much every day since Graham’s parents handed us an envelope over dinner containing a weeklong, all-expenses-paid romantic getaway at the Treeline Resort to celebrate our fifth wedding anniversary. I convinced myself the week would be wonderful instead of awkward or claustrophobic. What couple wouldn’t want to celebrate five years of marriage at a five-star hotel famous for its romantic ambience?


The quiet filling our car says it knows. Determined, I fight off my discouragement. I wish Graham would speak up, would offer something up into the silence—even comment on the weather—but he doesn’t.


It’s not only him not speaking, I remind myself. Screw sitting here waiting. Maybe I need to be less narrator, more main character.


I clear my throat. “We’re doing good on—”


“Just three hours to go—” Graham quickly cuts in.


“Time,” I finish, then wince, hearing the unintentional overlap of our voices. It’s less like cutely finishing each other’s sentences, more like two supermarket shoppers coincidentally reaching for the same shelf. Less unison, more collision.


I don’t blame him for cutting in, for intuiting exactly what I was going to say. Every exchange my husband and I have managed in the past twenty-four hours has consisted of nothing except this one meaningless subject. When we should leave, how long the drive is, whether we should take the 1 or the 5 freeway. Unable to help myself, I glance over, wondering whether Graham shares my desperation to change our conversational flat tire.


He does. He shifts in his seat like someone’s stowed rocks in the soft leather cushion under him.


I remember the way I described Graham Cutler to my friends and my parents fresh off our first dates. He’s tall, I’d said. He’s got blond hair, a cleft chin, intelligence in his eyes. The kind he could use to eviscerate rhetorical weaknesses, but he doesn’t, not with me. We’d met and chatted with each other on a dating app, and when we got together in person, these observations were the first I connected to the personality I’d gotten to know on my phone.


The problem is, they’re what I hear now. Observations. I’ve been married to Graham for five years, and when I look over from the passenger seat, my mind does nothing except reproduce the list of identifying marks I jotted down in my head when me met. He’s tall. He has blond hair.


It hasn’t been this way forever—in our newlywed years, Graham turned, the way spouses should, into swirling slideshows of happy memories, never-ending excitement to catch up over dinner or share something funny one of us found online.


Gradually, though, it’s gotten harder to feel like I know the man seated next to me, despite knowing I love him. It happened not through fights or rifts, but through late work nights, quick conversations instead of real ones. Our starkly different careers don’t help—the high-profile San Diego law firm where Graham is planning to make partner, the many audiobooks and voice-acting jobs I’ve recorded in the past five years. Complacency converted into unspoken questions and discussions never had. Five years into our marriage, I’m left with only my catalog, once eager, now rote. Learned. Repeated.


He’s tall. He has blond hair. He is my husband.


Part of me wonders whether Graham’s mother gave us this gift knowing we’re having difficulty finding the spark. Helen has never been a particularly generous gift-giver despite being a member of a Marina del Rey yacht club. When I got home and googled the hotel, seeing the price per night confirmed her meddlesome motives.


Of course, Helen’s response would be to force us into this situation, which is frustrating in principle no matter how much I might be looking forward to cucumber water in the lobby. The Cutler family way is to walk through fire, while mine is to walk in the other direction. It’s why I haven’t spoken to my sister in months. I don’t enjoy retreating—I’ve just concluded it’s the safest thing for me. For everyone.


No, I chasten myself. Eliza, you will enjoy yourself, damnit. You will not surrender to three more hours of traffic-related small talk.


My internal pep talk surges confidence into me, like I felt when I spontaneously shoved my new lingerie into my suitcase under my running shoes and my e-reader. It’s red, lacy, and designed for exactly one purpose, which is not day-to-day functionality. My best friend, Nikki, gave it to me to celebrate this anniversary. While packing this morning in the bedroom of the house we rent in San Diego’s summer cottage neighborhood of La Jolla, I chose to ignore how out of place the lingerie was in the present context of Graham’s and my marriage, how far we’ve started to feel from spontaneity or surprise. I’m going for it, I decided, stashing the collection of lace and straps in my suitcase.


“Hey,” I say, latching on to a conversational handhold. “I wonder if this hotel has milkshakes.”


Every sliver of my focus is on Graham’s reaction to this subject change. When he smiles, despite the sun shining through the windows since we left our hometown’s morning fog behind, I feel warmth for the first time in the hours we’ve been on the road.


Until he replies. “Milkshakes?” he repeats, cool confusion in his voice. “Why would we want milkshakes?”


My heart plunges. Right off the cliff outside. Right into the endless ocean. I wonder if Graham knows what he’s done. His straightforward stare says nothing of my dashed hopes.


“I don’t want milkshakes,” Graham goes on. “I want banana milkshakes.”


I hear myself laugh. The sound is quick, echoing joyously in our car. Now Graham grins fully, half Cheshire cat, half high school boy pleased to have earned his crush’s laughter. I’m the crush, I remember delightedly. I’m not just the person he goes to bed with—I’m the person he still plays games with.


On the first night of our honeymoon, we lost track of time exploring the streets of Santorini, returning to our hotel famished with only five minutes until room service ended. The understandably perturbed kitchen staff explained they’d cleaned up for the night except for the ice cream supplies, and the other guests had polished off everything but, inexplicably, the banana ice cream. If we wanted, they offered, they could make us banana milkshakes.


We did. We spent the first night of our honeymoon watching midnight descend over the water, drinking banana milkshakes.


“What will we do if they don’t have them?” I reply, pitching my voice breathily, putting on the register I used for the wonderful new historical romance novel I’d just finished recording. Today, I’m a damsel in milkshakeless distress.


When Graham replies, I recognize the gravitas of his client-phone-call voice. “I think we have clear claims for tortious vacation interference or negligence of frozen treats,” he informs me. “Wrongful death if my wife perishes from banana milkshake deprivation is harder, but there’s precedent. Depends on the inclinations of judges in this circuit.”


“Better hit the books then, Mr. Cutler.”


“Will do, Mrs. Cutler.”


“Is this pro bono work?”


“Out of the goodness of my heart, Mrs. Cutler,” he promises.


I smile, relaxing into the passenger seat, the stress releasing from my shoulders. I shouldn’t feel so relieved. It’s just—so many of my conversations with Graham lately, while pleasant, have felt insubstantial. Missing something. Like the filler dialogue I sometimes record for video game parts instead of the main story. Banana-milkshake banter felt real. It felt like us.


Emboldened, I pivot in my seat, crossing one white sneaker under me. The canopy of trees unexpectedly soaring over this stretch of road filters the sunlight in patterns while we drive, speckling the dashboard in ever-changing leopard spots. “For real,” I prompt my husband. “What do you want to do when we get there?”


I watch the moment it happens. Graham’s expression doesn’t change—the relaxed hint of his smile, the fixture of his eyes on the road—except, something does change. Some secret spark shuts off in him. Photographs of sunlight look like day, but they offer no warmth. Nothing grows in the sort of false light now glinting in Graham’s eyes.


“I don’t know,” he replies with forced casualness. His hesitancy is its own flashback, reminding me of his studious reserve when we first met, when courtroom experience hadn’t yet put confidence into him.


I press on, patiently struggling. We were just having fun, weren’t we? “Well, I’m just looking forward to having the gorgeous room to ourselves. The ocean view, the trees, the hot tub . . .”


Graham just nods.


“This is going to be good for us,” I say, then immediately regret my choice of words. I can’t ignore the implication in them. Saying this trip will be good for us is prescriptive. It’s vitamins served on a silver platter. I sound desperate, chasing the nameless shadows creeping into the corners of our marriage lately.


“It will,” Graham says. It’s the end of the conversation.


When the road swerves, my thoughts do the same. I retreat into sudden insecurity, ignoring the spectacular path our car is now winding into the sagebrush mountains. Are our memories the only things we have left? If so, why even go on this trip? Why drive these six hours into the green hills of Northern California if we’re only going to cloak ourselves in reminiscence when we get there?


No. I refuse to give up. We haven’t even gotten to the hotel. I know retreating would be easier, occupying myself with the sample I need to record—


Right then, I get the perfect idea.


The sample my producer sent me is not video-game dialogue. It’s not nonfiction essays. It’s not commercial voiceover. It’s . . . sexy. Very sexy.


Maybe it could reset the tone for this trip. Loosen Graham up.


It could be, dare I say, fun.


Glancing up, I find my husband still focused on the road. “Hey,” I say innocently. “Would you mind if I record something?”
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“WOULD YOU MIND if I record something?”


I’m embarrassed by how quickly the rush of relief comes over me. It’s just—the out Eliza’s given me is preferable to the grating howl of the question never far from my thoughts when I’m with her. What do I say? How do I be interesting enough, funny enough, fun enough for her?


I don’t remember how I ever pulled it off, how I charmed Eliza Cutler, née Kelly, into marrying me. I sometimes feel like a fraud, some con man who managed to scam her into thinking I was worthy of her. Every day, every hour, every conversation, I come closer to her realizing I’m so much less interesting than the man she thought she married. The less I say, the more time I have before she sees through me, and I’m holding on to every precious second I have left.


Even under normal circumstances, it’s difficult these days to conjure up conversation interesting enough. It’s insurmountable now, when I’m preoccupied with how this very same worry will taunt me for one whole week of hikes, hot tubs, and hotel champagne with Eliza, uninterrupted.


The ocean outside my window was supposed to relax me. I picked PCH—the Pacific Coast Highway—for the sweeping scenery, the glittering sea right past the cliffs on which we’re driving. I’d hoped it would remind me of the picturesque surroundings I’m heading toward. Instead, it’s only made me more uneasy. It’s one thing to feel our distance in the stiflingly familiar house neither of us has had time to clean in months. It’s something else entirely to feel it on vacation, nestled in the stunning forested hills of Northern California.


“Of course not,” I say. “The road noise won’t get in the way?”


She unlocks her iPhone. “It’s just a sample for my producer to give me feedback,” she says.


Eliza is a voice actor, primarily for audiobooks and video games. When we met, she was voicing the villain for an indie computer game, copies of which I purchased proudly. It stings to remember helping her rehearse, reading opposite her for long nights on her old green couch. She played a powerful sorceress, and I found myself enchanted by other kinds of magic watching her talent come to life.


She shifts in her seat, unfolding her foot out from under her. I know her long legs get stiff on lengthy drives. She’s gorgeous, the voice in my head says. No matter what, it’s the first thing I think whenever my eyes find her. She’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever met.


Shoulder-length hair, once chestnut, now streaked with gold courtesy of the San Diego sun. Wide, intense eyes the color of the mist La Jolla is wrapped in every morning. Small, serious mouth. Utterly gorgeous.


Just . . . a gorgeous person who I happen to live with.


It’s the second thing I think whenever I see my wife. The difficulty we’ve had connecting recently. I remember when her dancing eyes, her smile, were invitations into shared laughter and easy conversation.


Now they’re like the elegant details of the paintings I studied in the art history class I took in undergrad. It was the only B that I got in college.


I wish I could make casual conversation with her, the way I would with a stranger or acquaintance. In those cases, I could ask about their homes, their jobs, their childhoods. I’ve been commended on my small talk, in fact. The managing partner at my firm says I make clients comfortable, like they’re old friends.


With Eliza, I’ve already asked those questions. I asked them over dinners and coffees when we started dating in LA. When I still couldn’t figure out why the confident, funny woman sitting across from me in the hipster café on La Cienega or in the incredible Thai place on Sunset had swiped right on me, one UCLA law student out of thousands of young professionals in the city. Even now, her responses back then have the luster of young love when I remember them. Grew up in Evanston. University of Chicago for college. One sister, older. Moved to LA for acting.


Yet, lately, I’ve started to feel like what I know is the biography of Eliza Cutler, not Eliza herself. I knew the whole Eliza once, the quirks, the impulses, the passions, the idiosyncrasies. Now, I can sense new gaps in our knowledge of each other, ones I don’t know how to fill, not when I’m worried every inquiry will draw her closer to uncovering the inadequacy in me—or when I feel like even having these questions is some incriminating sign. How do I get to know the person I’m spending the rest of my life with?


Shouldn’t I know her already?


I deeply wish I did. My devotion to Eliza, to our marriage, to our relationship, to the extent it’s something different from our marriage—which it is, intimate instead of institutional—is unwavering.


It’s something I don’t know if my friends or even my parents really understand, even now. In litigation, half of the fight is just confronting the supposition of guilt, the presumption of where the problem lies. If I dared explain these issues, I know how everyone else would rule on our marriage, because I’ve heard their doubts before. I remember the unconvinced nods when I mentioned I’d met Eliza online. I remember the order of our friends’ reactions when we told them we’d gotten engaged—first shock, then joy. I remember my mom’s probing, insistent questions put to her twenty-three-year-old son, judgments in the form of delicate queries.


None of those doubts ever mattered to me. None of them matter now. Even when I don’t know whether I deserve her, I know I want to spend the rest of my life with Eliza Cutler, née Kelly.


I just don’t know her.


Eliza opens her recording app and hits record. I try not to move or make unnecessary noise while she starts into her selected excerpt. Her voice changes pitch just slightly, her diction shifting, her delivery coming more firmly. I recognize one of the many voices she has in her repertoire. It’s always a little uncanny to hear. Not because it’s vastly different from her normal voice—Eliza wouldn’t force her vocal cords into unnatural shapes for so long it would risk destroying them. No, it’s precisely the similarity I find unsettling. It’s her, yet subtly transformed. Like there’s this other person hiding within my wife.


While she reads, I let my mind return to my own work. I have one of the most important cases of my career waiting for me when we return home. I’ve spent the past five months doing depositions and marshaling other discovery to consolidate our position. What’s left is prep for several of our key witnesses, the tech executives we’re defending from claims they violated the terms of the sale that would save their company from bankruptcy. I’m on the trial counsel team, which means it’s on me to craft the information we have into the story they can tell on the stand.


In truth, I’m sort of screwed. Getting everything in order will require some very, very long nights when we get back. But I refused to be the husband who couldn’t take a one-week vacation to celebrate his fifth anniversary.


I’m running through the terms of the purchase documents in my head, feeling reassured by my recall of each warranty and covenant, when I catch what exactly Eliza’s reading.


“I undressed my husband deliberately, the patience its own pleasure,” Eliza says in focused, eloquent syllables. “I never needed to wait with him. Which made me want to, until I could no longer.”


I blush.


Eliza continues on crisply. “We were together now, not ourselves except who we were with each other. I was no longer the vacation planner from Ontario, he no longer the consultant from Connecticut. We were bodies in motion.”


It is now nearly impossible not to shift in my seat. Even the dappled ocean out my window starts to seem more insistent than iridescent, the reflected sun like a splinter in one side of my vision. Possibly the scene will end here, I tell myself. Leaving the rest to the imagination, with literary finesse.


It does not. “I felt myself grow wet with expectation,” Eliza pronounces.


I have to clench my jaw while my wife’s voice goes breathy, describing the character’s mounting pleasure while her own chest heaves with—with echoes of sounds I haven’t heard in I don’t want to think about how long. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice the glance she shoots me. She wants something, I realize. I just don’t know what.


Or maybe I do, and I just don’t know how to give it.


“Fingers under his waistband, I took his firm cock in my hand,” Eliza practically whimpers.


Suddenly, in my head I hear one thought like a twig snapping in silent forest. If she were to narrate our real-life sex scenes, her description would sound nothing like this.


“Could you not?” I cut in, hearing something stung in my voice, then control my tone. “I mean, could that wait?”


Eliza stops sharp and faces me. “You ruined my take.” There’s no frustration in her simple sentence—only other things I don’t want to dwell on, like betrayal. She’s not wrong to recognize how far my comment was from long nights on her green couch.


“Sorry,” I say honestly. “But maybe you could do that . . . literally any other time? We agreed—no work on this trip.”


“We haven’t reached the hotel yet,” she points out.


I never knew the sun could feel so cold, so unlike light. When we curve from the mountains onto the next flat stretch of seaside highway, it’s like the heat is drained from the car. Because now, from its submergence in Eliza’s statement of fact, I hear exactly what I expected. Disappointment.


Of course she’s disappointed, hisses the insistent voice in my head. I’m disappointed in myself, too. I wish I could be the type of guy to pull this car over to the side of the empty chaparral road, who could inscribe Eliza’s exhaled words onto her stunning body. I don’t know where or how I’ve misplaced the part of myself that once would have. I don’t know if it’s work burnout or existential pressure or what. I just know Eliza wants it back.


God, so do I.


“Graham . . .” Eliza begins, her voice heavy.


I can’t. I can’t hear this right now. I want to pretend for just a little longer that I’m not sinking into a hole I can never climb out of. “Remember our first vacation?” I venture with desperation I know I’m not hiding. “In Ojai? With the horses?”


“Of course I do,” Eliza says, then goes quiet.


I stare straight forward, focusing on the seemingly endless stretch of flat highway in front of me. It’s clear what she’s not saying. She’s not content just to dwell on what was. If I glanced over, I’m certain I couldn’t stand the sight of my shortfall on her perfect face.


When she speaks next, there’s no misreading her resignation. “I do need to send out this sample tonight. Do you really mind?”


I know I can’t say no, not when I’ve just flung what she was really hoping for off the perilous cliffs outside. I palm the steering wheel, my mind reaching for some sort of compromise. “Could you maybe not read . . . that scene?”


“What’s wrong with that scene?” Crossing her legs, Eliza studies me.


I resist the urge to look at her, keeping my eyes on the road. “Come on, Eliza. You know what’s wrong with it.” I feel myself frown. I’ve had easier settlement negotiations with plaintiffs over millions of dollars.


Eliza is silent for a moment. When she replies, there’s hurt in her voice I didn’t intend to cause. “Yeah,” she says, “I guess I do.”


I wish I knew what to say. I push to wake up the parts of my brain experienced in this, in finding the perfect resolution of rejoinder. The way forward. I want to explain—I need to explain how I’m not rejecting her. I’m rejecting . . . myself, sort of. If I can just explain, she won’t be thrilled, but she’ll understand.


When the first words I want to say find their way to the tip of my tongue, though, Eliza’s phone vibrates.


She looks down to read her screen, her brow furrowing. When she gives the shortest laugh under her breath, then sets off typing with white-nailed fingers flying over the keyboard, I know what she’s doing is nothing career oriented. She’s replying to Nikki, with whom her texting conversation never ends, it only pauses for several-hour stretches.


Out of the corner of my eye, I notice pink painting the base of Eliza’s neck. I know Nicole Edleson well enough to guess she’s asked something invasive about Eliza’s and my sex life. In fact, I’ve known Nikki longer than I’ve known Eliza. She was my friend first. One of my freshman-year hallmates in college, Nikki was there for coffee runs while I was studying for the LSAT, and I was there for moral support while she was interviewing for engineering jobs.


Even so, when I introduced her to Eliza, Nikki didn’t need long to pick her new favorite. It was not me. I couldn’t even blame her—I, too, was smitten with the girl I’d been chatting with online for weeks.


One day, Eliza herself will go the way of Nikki. She’ll realize there’s someone better out there. She’ll leave me behind.


While Eliza texts, I feel discomfort constricting my chest. I don’t know how to fix this. Not just this conversation—this. This quiet expanse we’re wading through, together but separate.


I don’t break the silence. Instead, I let the sparkling ocean mock me the rest of the drive.
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WHEN I STEP out of the car, I can finally breathe—though this place is breathtaking. We’re on a cliffside with forest surrounding the inn, dark green trees soaring high into the sky. The scent on the wind is the resinous sweetness of wood meeting with the bitter salt of seawater.


It’s nearly enough to lift my spirits. But not quite. If the drive up was any indication of how this anniversary getaway will go, I’m not heartened. Graham knows I’m trying. Trying to be fun, trying to be flirty, trying to find the spark. I don’t understand why he won’t let the light in. Why he’s suddenly so self-conscious.


He walks stiffly ahead of me, his frame one of sharp corners like he’s made of matchsticks, though these never catch fire. He’s heading for the wooden doors of the hotel’s understated, geometric entrance.


I can hear the ocean past the inn. I suspect the water would be visible over the edge of the cliff, but in the nighttime, everything is black. I know the hotel boasts gorgeous sightseeing trails—I couldn’t help clicking through every photo on the website. In a hopeful flicker, I imagine going on an early morning walk with Graham.


Then the memory of the smothering quiet in the car descends over me. On instinct, I start strategizing how I’ll find my way down to the picturesque pathways on my own. Maybe I could schedule a morning massage, then take my time returning to the room.


Immediately, I feel guilty. I shouldn’t be fantasizing about spending time away from my husband, especially not on the very first day of our anniversary retreat.


Once more, I breathe in the night breeze. Fortified, I follow Graham inside.


The Treeline Resort, our home for the next week, is maddeningly perfect, like enjoyment of its every lovely detail waits just out of my reach. It’s modern in an earthy way, sculpted with wood and stone in uneven lines meant to evoke nature. I walk into the large lobby, unable to help drinking in the pristine design and inviting low light. Behind the reception desk, a waterfall bubbles quietly.


“Checking in?”


The hostess smiles welcomingly from the desk. Her name is Rosie, I read on her name tag. She fits here, her sleek black hair and impeccable slate-gray dress matching the cool, clean simplicity of the place.


“Cutler,” Graham replies gruffly.


I frown. Unless he’s in court, Graham doesn’t have an edge to him. He’s not one of those guys. The Graham I know is congenial, even boyishly charming. I’ve been to his firm’s parties with him. I know his colleagues like him for this—for how when he’s not shredding the plaintiff’s case, he’s ready with a genuine smile, a firm handshake, and a clever compliment.


I’m a little surprised to see his sharpness come out now. I embarrassed him in the car, I realize, which he’s metabolized into frustration via the commonest of male equations. I didn’t mean to. I was trying to have fun. Now I don’t know how to fix it. I do know he’ll be irritated when we get to our room and I tell him I still have to finish recording my sample. Grimly, I play the conversation out in my head. No. I said I’d send it in tonight. Probably thirty more minutes? Yes, Graham, it includes the words “heaving breasts.”


The hostess—Rosie—doesn’t seem to notice Graham’s tone. With unchanged cheer, she types our name into the computer. “Will you be celebrating anything during your stay?” she asks.


Graham darts me a glance.


I feel my eyebrows flit up. Close to confrontational.


“Our five-year wedding anniversary,” my husband grinds out.


Now Rosie’s expression changes. Hearts practically pop into her eyes. Her pleasant smile melts into one reserved for the mushiest of romance. In fact, for someone who probably encounters plenty of celebrating couples in her line of work, her enthusiasm seems remarkably genuine.


“We have a number of experiences programmed this week,” she says excitedly, simultaneously tapping keystrokes into the computer. The printer next to her whirs, producing a new sheet of crisp white paper. “Some are mixers designed for those here for our dating workshop,” she continues, “while others are more intimate and designed for couples. I recommend those. You’re too late for dinner, but our bar will be serving food for the next two hours.”


I take the paper, trying to look grateful. Glancing down, I catch sight of cliffside picnic, stargazing, basking pools, yoga. I read it as strained silence during cliffside picnic, strained silence during stargazing, strained silence in the basking pools, strained silence during yoga. Rosie beams while I fold the list, which I shove into my bag.


She returns to her hidden screen. “I have you all set for—” Confusion swipes the smile from her face.


My heart lifts. Did Helen mess up the reservation? Or was there a computer error, leaving us roomless with no other rooms available in the hotel? Will we just have to drive back home tonight?


“—two rooms,” Rosie finishes.


I look to Graham. He shifts next to me, leaning forward like he wants to see for himself. “That can’t be right,” he says.


Rosie keeps clicking, eyebrows furrowed, until understanding flits into her expression. “This was our mistake. When your reservation was made online originally, it was for one of our standard mountain-view rooms. But then a Mrs. Helen Cutler called to reserve the honeymoon cliff suite instead. Looks like the computer made a new reservation rather than an upgrade.” Evidently relieved to have uncovered the problem, Rosie smiles with renewed warmth. “It’s no problem. We won’t charge you for the duplicate booking, of course. I imagine you’d prefer the honeymoon suite?”


Graham nods like someone’s offered him the choice between hearing bad news or bad news. “Yeah, we’ll—”


“Hold on.”


The words leap out of my mouth.


Four confused eyes find me. I don’t blame them. I’m not sure what I’m going to say next either, but the start of some vague idea is catching in me. Graham’s features show plain weariness, and when he speaks, his voice holds unhidden exasperation. “Eliza, we should take the suite.”


“Of course,” I say. “But—”


What’s made me hesitate is the vision forming in my head of what this vacation will really look like. If we check into this honeymoon suite together, it’s going to be the car ride, but worse. The images of the rooms I saw online carousel through my head—soaking tubs big enough for two, California king–sized beds covered in rose petals, champagne in sweating buckets. Graham and me being hit over the head with romance won’t suddenly rekindle our spark. It’ll feel like pressure.


Maybe—maybe what we need is space.


“Let’s keep both rooms,” I say.


The next seconds fill with charged silence, empty except for the consistent warbling of the waterfall.


Graham gives Rosie a rigid smile. “Could we have a minute?” he asks Rosie. The gruffness is gone. I’ve honestly never seen him so effortfully polite, not even when we tiptoe past every conversation we’re not having in the confines of our house. There, forced politeness is the name of the game. This is Graham’s major leagues.


When he leads us several steps from the desk, our backs to the waterfall, he stops smiling. Defensiveness rises up in me. Shacking up in the honeymoon suite, recording my sample in the bathroom while Graham stews in the bedroom, is not the vacation either of us wants.


Graham, however, seems oblivious to this internal struggle of mine. He just looks exasperated. “What would we use the second room for, Eliza?”


“I’ll stay there,” I say firmly, summoning up every cool, collected character I’ve ever voiced. “Not the whole trip. Maybe just a night or two.”


His expression darkens. “You want to spend our anniversary apart,” he clarifies. “We might as well drive back home.”


I put a hand on his arm.


He stills, uncertainty and maybe something yearning painting new streaks into his demeanor. It’s been days since I’ve touched him this way. His expression says he knows.


“No,” I say. “I want to be together. But this . . . This isn’t together.”


The hesitation flattens out of his expression. “And separate rooms is?” he asks archly.


I purse my lips, fighting not to snap. He’s not working with me here. I wonder if he even understands how much I’m not enjoying this conversation, how hard it is to voice the problems we’re facing instead of letting them ebb into silence like we did in the car. Or how hard it is to reckon with this physical impossibility of love—the way you can grow distant from someone while going to sleep next to them every night.


I think the only reason I’m doing it now is because this is our anniversary. I’m seized with a determined sort of sentimentality—maybe recognizing our commitment to our marriage doesn’t need to look like gifts or champagne. Maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe it should look like doing something to make our relationship better.


I press on. “I just wonder if we should, I don’t know, take it slow. Give ourselves space to want this.”


Graham looks away from me, his eyes clouding. “I do want this,” he replies.


I’m glad he said it, but saying it isn’t enough. I have to fight down the stubborn indignation this sparks in me. Does he want everyone who thought we were too young, too impulsive, too quick in our marriage to be right? “Come on,” I say with forced patience. “It’s time we acknowledge something is missing here. Let’s give ourselves a chance to find it again. I want to find it again.”


I seek out his eyes, hoping he sees in mine how much I believe in what I’m saying. My husband must know I wouldn’t even venture onto this subject if I didn’t. I don’t do this—dig into conversations with fearless vigor. It’s the worst sort of uncomfortable for me. Right now, the lobby’s perfect temperature feels like punishing heat, my favorite white sweater like coarse wool. Graham must know I’m only insisting on this for him, for us.


Which I am. Fuck the distance. I’ve never loved anyone like I’ve loved Graham. We’re worth fighting for.


I just need him to fight with me instead of fighting me.


Graham steps back from me. “I would certainly never make you stay with me when you don’t want to,” he states flatly. With flippant resignation, he gestures to the reception desk. “Do whatever you want.”


His dismissal lodges painfully in my chest. This is why I don’t expose my sore spots. People I love never seem to resist striking them.


I wilt, but I don’t weaken. I know I’m right. Something needs to change.


“We can meet at the bar for dinner in thirty minutes,” I say, hiding my hurt under impersonal logistics. “Just enough time to unwind. Apart.”


“Fine,” Graham says instantly. It’s a nothing word. Operational.


Undeterred, I hold my head high and return to the reception desk. “Hi,” I say to Rosie. “We want to keep both rooms.” I hold up my credit card. “Put the standard room on my card, under my name.”


Rosie doesn’t blink, even though I’m sure my request is unprecedented. Nevertheless, I feel the need to offer some explanation.


“I have work to finish tonight, and he’s had a long drive.” While this is, in fact, technically correct, I’m guessing Rosie intuits it’s only the tip of the iceberg. Doing me no favors, Graham stays silent behind me.


“Of course,” the hostess says smoothly. “The suite can be reached down the path outside the doors to your left, the standard room from the elevators to your right.” She hands us each key cards. Mine features a picture of pine trees. Graham’s has the ocean.


“This will be a good thing,” I promise Graham.


I’m expecting no reply, ready for him to leave silently into the night.


Instead, in what I know is the only concession he’s capable of offering, he quietly surprises me by nodding only once. He doesn’t meet my eyes. Then, sliding his card into his pocket, he walks off toward the honeymoon suite on his own.
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SPACE? SEPARATE ROOMS? On our anniversary?


Eliza’s words clang in my head like a five a.m. alarm I’ve dourly set for myself. Part of me doesn’t want to dwell on how frustrated I am with her. Part of me doesn’t want to concede she . . . has a point, even if her solution makes no sense.


But she does. We love each other, but we don’t behave like people in love. We don’t in our house. We don’t in the car. We probably wouldn’t in the honeymoon suite. Something is missing, like she said. Something she’s decided demands exiling us to separate corners of the hotel.


Outside the lobby, I let the eager bellhop escort me to my room. I can tell the guy is baffled to be showing the honeymoon suite to someone undeniably on his own, but I offer no explanations. It takes nearly ten minutes walking the dark path, the hushed rustling of the unseen trees providing the only hints of our surroundings, until finally, out of the forest, we reach the modern private bungalow on the cliff’s edge.


I won’t lie—it’s stunning. Outdoor lighting illuminates the walls of maple wood inset with sweeping curved windows. This place is the essence of private, no faint whispers of nearby guests, no distant flickers of light in the trees. While I wait in front of the sleek entrance, the bellhop unlocks and swings open the door. Every LED inside smoothly comes on, carpeting the pristine room in dim, romantic lighting.


My personal honeymoon suite.


The bellhop clears his throat. “Do you want me to give you a tour?”


I peer down the hallway. “Suite” is too small a word for this place. In front of me is a full living room, complete with built-in furniture in earth tones. Fireplace, curved sofa, the works. “No,” I say. “I’m good.”


The young man pauses in the doorway, looking like a summer intern who doesn’t understand the assignment I’ve given him and is too nervous to clarify. “Will you be expecting anyone else tonight?” he finally asks.


My stomach turns over. “Not to my knowledge.” When the bellhop only nods uncertainly, I hand over a tip. “Thanks so much,” I say.


I close the door, ending the line of questioning there. Instantly, I’m aware of the silence. The room is so quiet, my shoes sound sharply on the smooth concrete floor—heated, I would guess. Grudgingly, I explore my accommodations, grimacing at the champagne and rose petals on the bed. The bathroom boasts a sculpted tub with room for two. Outside, the balcony looks over what I’m certain in the morning will be breathtaking views of the cliffs and the water. It wraps around the whole length of the suite and ends in a private Jacuzzi.


In one of my very first cases, one of our big corporate clients was sued in state court in Nebraska. Product liability, hundreds of plaintiffs, the whole nine yards. For three weeks of pre-trial delays, I lived in a shabby hotel outside of downtown Omaha. Just me, my lumpy bed, my rattling mini fridge, and piles and piles of documents.


Right now, I would rather be there.


I stand in the middle of my spacious living room, not knowing what to do with myself for the next thirty minutes before I said I’d meet Eliza at the bar. The truth is, I don’t want to spend one unnecessary second in this perfect room. I don’t want to be here without my wife. I wish she were with me. I wish we were enjoying this together, not that we know how anymore. The pain of this longing isn’t a bruise—it’s a splinter. Specific, reminding me of its presence, impossible to ignore.


I unzip my suitcase and change the sneakers I’m wearing for my loafers. I’ll just go to the bar early. It beats sitting here, with the rose petals silently imposing. Slinging my favorite navy blazer over my shoulders, I head out the door.


With the chorus of crickets surrounding me, I walk in what I remember is the general direction of the hotel. I’m not looking forward to muscling through one more dinner of small talk with Eliza instead of sweet nothings. I’m just not looking forward to being without her, either. Every day, the same paradox.


I wander in the unhelpful dark for five minutes until I realize I’m on the wrong path. When I glance up from the gravel, I notice I’m not getting closer to the hotel. Disoriented, I turn back the way I came, continuing until I reach a fork in the road, then uncertainly choose the path on the right.


“The only thing back there is my room,” I hear in front of me. The source of the voice is a guy even taller than I am, with stocky shoulders and an enviable spring in his step. “So you’re either lost,” he continues cheerfully, “or you’re presumptuous.”


“Shit, sorry. Lost,” I say, pausing in the middle of the path. “I meant to head to the bar.”


“I’m heading there myself,” he says enthusiastically. “I’ll walk with you. This place is a maze at night.”


I follow him, grateful. Not just for the guidance in these labyrinthine woods, either. While we continue in companiable silence, I work out why. This guy doesn’t know me. He doesn’t know Eliza. It’s an odd relief to recognize. It leaves me craving easy conversation, the kind you can only have with someone you’ll never see again.


I seize on the opportunity. “Been here long?”


“This is my second night. I’m here for the dating workshop,” my traveling companion replies. His white-blond hair is slicked back, his chin pronounced. He’s maybe six foot five. He looks like he smiles a lot. “How about you?”


“I’m here for my anniversary,” I answer honestly, even though I know it’ll prompt the same conversation I had with the bellhop. But I just don’t have the creative energy to come up with some other story.


Sure enough, he looks behind me like he’s expecting my partner to materialize from the forest. “Where’s your—” he begins.


“Not here,” I cut him off, sullenly.


From the way his expression softens sympathetically, it’s clear he read details I did not intend into my response. Nevertheless, I . . . don’t correct him. It’s freeing in the same way the anonymity of this conversation is. He doesn’t need to know what’s really going on with me.


“Shit, man. I’m sorry,” he says. “That’s worse than the two hours of online dating photo sessions I sat for today. Let me buy you a drink,” he goes on, upbeat once more. “I’m David Berqvist.”


I’m on the verge of saying I have plans when I catch myself. For the next thirty minutes, my plans consist of scrolling on my work phone, rereading emails while I wait for Eliza. Who is currently recording herself reading a sex scene. In her room. Looking up, I find the lights of the main hotel coming into view.


“That sounds great,” I say. “I’m Graham.”
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I DON’T THINK my producer is going to like this sample. My pacing was fine, my pronunciation clear without stumbling, my inflection sharp. The problem is the note of bitterness in my every word that I couldn’t iron out even on my third try. Out of time, I email off the voice memo, then toss my phone onto the crisp white comforter of my queen-size bed.


My room is simple, elegant, but small. My window looks out into the indiscernible black of night. I turn on the sink in the white bathroom and wash my face quickly, then pause, staring into the mirror. I’m not looking forward to dinner with Graham, who I know will be practically wooden. If I’m lucky, he’ll charitably try to make succinct conversation. Likelier, we’ll prod our food in silence.


Then I’ll return here, to my queen-size bed.


Knowing there’s no use delaying, I head out toward the elevators. I’m in the main hotel, and other rooms run the length of the hallway. On my way, I pass not one but two canoodling couples fumbling to open their doors. I avert my eyes. Not even my castmates backstage during the high school theater productions I was in were this handsy.


I ride the elevator, feeling glum. I know I was the one who suggested Graham and I stay in separate rooms, and I stand by it. Still, I’m not glad this is the situation we’re in.


Downstairs, I ready myself. Flatbread and hummus and forced pleasantries, here I come.


But when I reach the bar, I don’t see Graham at first. Then—do my eyes deceive me? He’s sitting with a man I don’t recognize—laughing, looking convivial. Not wooden in the least.


I stare for a moment, uncomprehending. What pulls me forward isn’t obligation or time, but curiosity. I walk up beside the stranger by the bar in time to hear the man finish the story he’s telling.


“I swear, my brothers sent me the workshop info as a joke when my ex dumped me,” he says emphatically, sounding not even slightly embarrassed to admit the dumping. He grins. “I booked my stay immediately and sent them my room confirmation.”


Graham, impossibly, is wiping tears from his eyes.


I can’t remember the last time I saw him laugh this hard. “Hi,” I say, feeling weirdly self-conscious, like I’m the one intruding. “I don’t mean to interrupt.”


Graham glances up, finally clocking my arrival. While I’m not surprised, I can’t fight the pang of sadness when our eyes meet. The light in Graham’s doesn’t go out, but flickers and fades, like fire in the wind.


The stranger swivels to face me. His enthusiasm is unchanged.


“No, not at all,” he reassures me. “Have we met? I’m sorry if I’m forgetting. I’m awful with faces, and the seminar today was packed.”


“We haven’t,” I say. “I’m Eliza.”


“David.” He shoves out his hand, which I shake. I open my mouth to start the small talk, the polite dance of How long is your stay? and Well, I guess we’ll see you around.


Instead, David continues.


“Come join us for a drink. I’m trying to cheer up my new friend, Graham.” He gestures casually between us. “Graham, Eliza.”


I close my mouth. My eyes dart to my husband’s.


“Dude,” David prompts. “Shake her hand and stop moping.”


Our gazes lock, and I raise an eyebrow, waiting for Graham to clarify. He doesn’t.


I don’t understand why not, what game Graham’s playing. But if he’s deliberately not clarifying I’m his wife to his new “buddy” David—I guess I’ll follow his lead. I proposed something pretty unusual in the lobby. Could this be Graham’s way of doing the same?


I put my hand out in my husband’s direction.


“Hi, Graham,” I say. “Nice to meet you.”


Graham reaches forward slowly, taking my hand in his like he wasn’t the one who once slid onto my fourth finger the ring glittering there now. His eyes remain on mine. I see something new unfurling in them. It’s something unexpected, something charged, something no less intense for how unreadable it is. Sound without syllables, color without shape.


David chimes in, completely oblivious. He seems like someone who could carry on a conversation for hours. “Are you here for the dating workshop?”


I manage to rip my gaze from whatever is going on in Graham’s. “I’m not,” I say neutrally, still trying to decipher what just happened.


David throws back the rest of his cocktail. “Neither is Graham,” he says, nodding casually to the man whose blood type I know is B negative and who only sleeps in UCLA T-shirts. “I’m trying to convince him to enroll, though,” he continues. “Can you believe this—he’s here to commemorate his wedding anniversary. Alone. Have you ever heard of something so sad? I told him it’s time to get back out there. The workshop is perfect.”


I turn to Graham, leveraging years of undergrad drama classes to keep my expression neutral. “Is that so?” I ask lightly. “I’m curious. What exactly happened to your wife? Did she die?” I raise an eyebrow, communicating to Graham that if he told this stranger I passed away, he’s going to need a dating workshop.


Right on cue, David coughs.


“No, she didn’t die,” Graham says levelly.


“Where is she, then?”


Graham doesn’t back down from my tone. “Beats me,” he replies.


Under the low lighting, I feel the pounding of my pulse, like my heart knows something I don’t. While I haven’t forgotten where my flirtatiousness in the car got me, I guess I’m either foolish or desperate, because I don’t overthink my next words. “Well,” I venture, “you’re too good looking to be sitting here with just David for long. No offense,” I note to Graham’s new friend.


“None taken.” David shrugs. “My guy is handsome, no doubt.”


Graham eyes me. I ready myself for his next retreat.


Instead, he sets his drink down. “It sounds like you’re offering to join me,” he says.


Quietly thrilled, I don’t hesitate. I slide onto the stool next to him. “I guess I am.”


Graham pauses. I wait. Until—“Can I buy you a drink?” His question comes out uneven, like the first table read of whatever scene we’re setting here.


Still, I smile. Not too much, though. “Maybe,” I say. “Did you buy one for David?”


Brow furrowing, Graham studies me. “No, but I’m not flirting with David. No offense,” he echoes my words to his new friend.


“None taken,” David repeats, seeming to really mean it. In truth, this doesn’t surprise me. It seems unlikely the golden-haired, volleyball-player-built guy sitting with us is very insecure in his desirability.


“I haven’t done this in years, you know,” Graham comments. “What? Celebrated your anniversary with David instead of with your wife—”


“No,” Graham cuts in. “Hit on someone.”


My cheeks heat pleasantly. It’s not just how forward he’s being, I realize. I . . . don’t know what Graham is going to say next. The anticipation of his every reply sends delicious shivers through me. “Well,” I say. “I think it’s sort of like riding a bike.”


“So risk of injury is high, then? Will I need a helmet to spend time with you, Eliza?”


“No.” I fight not to laugh. Graham’s quick on his feet, quicker than I remembered. “Easy to learn. Difficult to master.”


Graham hmms. Staring past me into the bar, he nods. “Mind giving me a quick refresher course, then?”


I purse my lips in consideration. “How much time do you have tonight?”


“Shit. Sounds like you don’t need the dating workshop,” David comments, sounding impressed. It makes me realize it’s the first thing he’s said while Graham and I volleyed banter like someone was scripting the dialogue for us. Banter! I repeat in my head in wonderment. We bantered!


I look at him, eager for the next round of our improvised game. My stomach is fluttering like I really have just hit it off with the cute stranger at the bar. Suddenly, though, the anticipation in Graham’s eyes fades as his expression blanks. I know the look well. Stage fright. The actor who has forgotten what comes next.


Graham’s reply comes like a slammed door. “No. I do,” he says. “I suck at this.”


What? Incredulity scatters my delight. How could Graham possibly think that? What conversation was he just having?


With stubborn hope, I reach for the spark we were just sharing. Our flirtation hasn’t collapsed, I insist to myself. It’s just—stumbled. It needs rescuing. “You can’t suck that much if you managed to get someone to marry you,” I point out.
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