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PART ONE — THE TERMS


1.

The patient in 4112 was dying of a thing nobody could name yet, and Rich Vale was the only person on the floor who didn’t seem worried about it.

He stood at the foot of the bed with his arms folded, sleeves rolled to mid-forearm in the way that suggested he had been working harder than he had, and listened to the third-year resident present. She was nervous. They were all nervous around him. He had the kind of attention that felt like weather — when it turned on you, you noticed your posture, your diction, the angle of your shoulders. He had cultivated this attention over fifteen years. He understood it the way another man might understand a car he had restored himself.

“Eighty-one-year-old male, day three of admission for altered mental status, now with worsening hypoxia and a new troponin bump.” She had the patient’s chart open on the rolling computer, scrolling as she spoke. Her name was Erin, or possibly Erica — he had not, in the eight days she had been on his service, bothered to commit her name to long-term memory because she would rotate off in four more days and he would never see her again. “We’re trending him for NSTEMI versus demand ischemia versus pulmonary embolism. CT-PE is pending.”

“What’s his lactate?”

“Four point one.”

“What was it this morning?”

“Two point eight.”

Rich nodded once, the way he nodded when he wanted the team to feel that they had said something interesting but insufficient. He waited. The resident waited. The nurse standing in the doorway with a bag of saline waited. He let the silence do the work of three more questions.

“All right,” he said. “Hold the CT for a minute. Get me a repeat ABG, get me a fresh lactate, and get me the mixed venous if the line is still good. I want to know if this is septic before we send him for imaging he can’t tolerate. Page me when those are back.” He smiled at the resident in the way that wasn’t really a smile, more an adjustment of the lower half of his face. “Nice presentation.”

She thanked him and moved out of the room without quite turning her back, and Rich stood for another moment looking at the man in the bed, who was sleeping with his mouth slightly open and a small bubble of saliva at the corner that rose and collapsed with his breathing. He felt nothing in particular about it. He found that to be one of his strengths.

He had been a hospitalist at this academic center for twelve years. He had been an attending for nine. In those nine years he had walked into rooms like this perhaps eight thousand times — old men dying of things, old women dying of things, the occasional young person dying of a thing that the team had not expected to be a dying thing — and he had developed, in those years, a way of standing at the foot of the bed that registered to the team as engaged and that registered to him, privately, as a kind of inventory. He looked at the patient. He looked at the lines. He looked at the monitor. He calculated the ratio of input to output, of probability to certainty. The patient was a problem. The team was a problem. His own attention was a finite resource that he allocated, scene by scene, the way another man might allocate water during a drought.

He liked the work. He had told this to many people over the years — chiefs of medicine, residents who had asked him for career advice, women in wine bars on first dates — and he had told it because it was, in a specific way, true. He did like the work. He liked the puzzle of the patient. He liked the satisfaction of being right when the rest of the team had been wrong. He liked the way a good diagnosis felt in the body, the small bright internal hit of having seen the thing before anyone else had seen it. He liked the deference. He liked the way nurses said Dr. Vale. He liked the way third-years moved through doorways without quite turning their backs.

He did not, however, love it. He had been clear about that to himself for several years. The thing he had once felt in medical school, the thing the dean had called vocation at the white coat ceremony, had been replaced sometime in his middle thirties by a smoother more efficient feeling that he could not, in moments of unsparing self-attention, distinguish from competence. He had stopped looking for the older feeling. He had not, in his honest accounting, missed it.

In the corridor he passed two nurses who said Dr. Vale, a respiratory therapist who didn’t, and the chief of medicine, who clapped him on the shoulder and asked if he was still on for the talk Thursday. Rich said he was. The chief said good man and moved on. Rich stood for a moment at the window at the end of the hall where the late afternoon light was doing the thing it did in this city in October, gray on gray on a thin band of silver where the clouds opened over the water, and he took his phone out of his pocket and woke it up and opened the app.

Three new matches since lunch.

He looked at them the way another man might look at a stack of mail. The first was a woman in her early thirties with a yoga photo and a sailboat photo and an opinion about pineapple on pizza. The second was a woman in her late twenties whose entire profile was a single sentence: Tell me something true. The third was somebody whose face he had seen before and whose name he hadn’t bothered to learn the first time, six weeks ago, when he had bought her three glasses of wine at a place near the river and then declined her invitation to come up to her apartment on the grounds — a lie — that he had an early rounds the next day. He swiped right on all three without reading further. The phone buzzed pleasantly in his palm. He liked the buzz. He had liked the buzz for as long as he could remember.

The first one — the yoga woman — matched within seconds. He opened her chat. He looked at her photos again. Her name was Kayla. She was a physical therapist. She had specified, in the second line of her bio, that she was looking for connection, no hookups. He had matched with her anyway. He had developed, over the last fourteen months, a particular pleasure in the conversion of women whose bios said no hookups into women who, three drinks in at a wine bar somewhere south of the river, asked him quietly if he would like to come up to their apartment. The pleasure was disproportionate to the act. The pleasure was in the conversion itself. He had not articulated this to himself in language, but he understood it well enough to seek it out.

He typed: Hi Kayla. Your photos suggest you have probably been told you have nice eyes. I am going to risk being the four hundredth man to say so. What does your Thursday look like?

He sent it. He set the phone in his coat pocket. He turned from the window and walked back toward the workstation where his team was gathered around a monitor looking at a chest x-ray that one of the interns had pulled up. He stood behind them. He put his hand on the back of the intern’s chair. He leaned in. He pointed at a small white shadow in the right lower lobe.

“What do you see there.”

The intern hesitated. The intern was a man in his late twenties named Aaron, who had been in medical school until eight months ago and who still, when Rich asked him a question, had the swallow of a person who had not yet decided whether to be afraid of him.

“Consolidation.”

“Maybe. What else.”

“A — an effusion.”

“What else.”

Aaron stared at the screen. The screen stared back. Rich let the silence do its work.

“Okay,” Rich said. “It might be a consolidation. It might be an effusion. It might be a small mass that has been there for a year and nobody has commented on. The point is not what it is. The point is what you do next. What do you do next.”

“Repeat in six weeks.”

“What do you do tomorrow.”

“CT.”

“What kind of CT.”

“With contrast.”

“Why.”

“Because if it’s a mass we want to see the borders, and if it’s a consolidation we want to see if there’s an abscess, and if it’s an effusion we want to characterize the fluid.”

“Good. Order it. Tell the patient the night nurse will come in to start the IV at four in the morning, and then apologize to him because he is going to be unhappy about it. Don’t blame the night nurse. Don’t blame me. Take it yourself.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Aaron.”

“Yes.”

“You’re doing fine.”

The intern blushed. Rich felt the professional satisfaction of having said the thing he was supposed to say at the moment he was supposed to say it. He clapped Aaron on the shoulder. He turned. He walked back to the elevator.

In the elevator going down to the parking garage he opened the app one more time, just to see. Four new matches. Kayla had not yet replied. The woman whose entire bio was Tell me something true had not yet matched back. The third woman, whose name he now saw was Diana and whose face he was certain he had been to bed with already at some point in the last year, had matched. He swiped through her four photos again, slowly. She had freckles. She had a small mole at the base of her throat. He had the sense, looking at the third photo — Diana in a red dress at what appeared to be a wedding — that he had once put his thumb against the mole at the base of her throat in the back of a town car at eleven at night, and he stood in the elevator with the descending hum of the cables and the soft blue light of the screen on his face, and he tried to remember her, and he could not.

He did not, in this moment, find this disturbing.

He had been married to Margot for nine years and two months. She would be home by seven. He would tell her about the patient in 4112. She would listen with her chin in her hand. He would pour the wine. They would have the kind of dinner they had on Wednesdays, which was leftovers from Tuesday plus a salad she would make in the wide wooden bowl that her aunt had given them at the wedding. He would, at some point in the meal, put his hand on the back of her neck and she would lean into it, in the way she still did after nine years, and he would feel for a moment the small uncomplicated thing he sometimes still felt with his wife, and the moment would pass.

The elevator opened. He stepped out into the smell of concrete and exhaust. He walked across the parking deck to his car, which was a dark gray sedan that he had bought four years ago and that he kept washed in a way that surprised him a little when he thought about it. He sat in the driver’s seat. He did not start the engine. He opened the app one more time.

Kayla had replied. She had written: that is the four hundredth man and the fourth-best line. what’s your thursday.

He smiled at the screen, the smile he could not seem to smile at people, and he typed drinks at 8, somewhere south of the river, my pick, and he sent it, and the phone buzzed in his hand within ten seconds, and her reply was yes.

He sat in the car for another minute with the phone face down on his thigh. He looked at the concrete wall of the parking deck in front of him. He thought, with the professional clarity that he applied to most of his life: Thursday.

He thought: that makes nine in three weeks.

He thought: that is a number that would not have been possible to me twelve years ago.

He thought: I am, in my own private estimation, a man whose life is working.

He started the car. He pulled out of the space. He drove the long way home, the way that took him past the bridge and the small wet park with the empty playground, because he liked the drive and because Margot would not be home until seven and there was no particular reason to be in the empty house earlier than he had to be. Halfway across the bridge he felt the phone buzz again in his coat pocket. He did not look. He had decided, sometime in the last six months, that he liked the buzz best when he did not immediately look. The not-looking was its own pleasure. The not-looking was the small disciplined withholding of a man who had taught himself, over many years, to space out his rewards.

He drove home through the gray October light. The phone buzzed twice more on the bridge. By the time he pulled into his own driveway, in the long low house in the west hills that he had bought with his wife eight years ago, there were six buzzes he had not looked at. He sat in the driveway with the engine off for two full minutes before he reached for the phone.

He had earned them. That was how he thought of it. He had earned the buzzes.

He looked.



2.

Margot had spent the afternoon with a piece of seventeenth-century Flemish tapestry that was coming apart along its lower edge in a way the museum’s previous conservator had attempted to fix with what looked, under magnification, like a household sewing kit. She had been pulling the offending stitches out one at a time for three hours. The work required a kind of patience that she had once had naturally and now had to consciously sit down inside, like a coat she put on for the building.

The lab was on the second floor of an annex behind the main museum, in a long room with high north-facing windows and a smell that was equal parts wool and isopropyl alcohol. There were two other conservators on staff and a rotating cast of graduate interns. The interns liked Margot because she answered their questions seriously, even the embarrassing ones, and because she did not perform the brittleness that some of the older conservators performed. The other conservators liked her in the wary way that competent people like other competent people they have not yet decided about.

The tapestry on her table was sixty inches by ninety, and depicted, in the discolored greens and browns and the strange surviving lapis of its sky, a hunting scene — three men on horses, two dogs, a stag at the lower right that was running in the direction of the lower border. The stag had been the focus of the previous restorer’s attention, and the previous restorer had, in the late nineteen-sixties, attempted to stabilize a tear that ran from the stag’s hindquarter down to the selvedge by sewing a strip of muslin to the back with what Margot suspected was upholstery thread. She had been removing the upholstery thread for four days. She would, by her own private estimate, be removing it for another six.

The slow work suited her. The slow work had always suited her. It was the slow work, more than anything else she had ever done in her life, that registered to her body as right — the small adjustments of the tweezers, the careful inhalations and exhalations she had learned to keep even when her hands were doing something delicate, the satisfaction of pulling out a stitch that had been wrong for almost sixty years and seeing the original weave beneath it, the actual seventeenth-century weave, the thing the tapestry had been before someone had decided to fix it. She had thought, more than once over the years, that this was the only kind of fixing she trusted — the kind that mostly undid what other people had done.

At four she stopped to drink water and stretch her back, and she stood at the long window and looked out at the wet street. It had been raining since lunch. A woman in a yellow raincoat was walking a small white dog whose feet she lifted at every puddle. The dog was unhappy about the rain. The woman seemed to be apologizing to him.

Margot was thirty-six and a doctor and, when she stood at the window like this, did not always remember to be either.

She had been a textile conservator before she had been a physician. She had a master’s from a program in Delaware that nobody she met at the hospital had ever heard of, and for two years between the master’s and medical school she had worked at a small museum in the Hudson Valley restoring liturgical garments for a private collector who had paid her in checks made out to the Hands of God. Then she had taken the MCAT on a dare from a college roommate and gotten a score that had embarrassed her, and the next thing she remembered she was in a white coat that did not quite fit her shoulders, presenting a case of acute pancreatitis to a man named Rich Vale.

That was twelve years ago.

Now she practiced emergency medicine three twelve-hour shifts a week at the same hospital where her husband was an attending hospitalist, and she conserved textiles two days a week at the museum, and on the seventh day, more often than not, she slept until eleven and read in bed until her back hurt. It was the life of a person who had not chosen between two things, and on her better days she thought of this as a generosity she had granted herself and on her worse days she thought of it as a refusal to commit.

The two days at the museum were what she called, privately, the breathing days. She had not said this phrase aloud to anyone. She had said it to herself for several years. The breathing days were the days when she came home and could feel, somewhere under her sternum, the place where she had not been all afternoon. The other days — the ER days, the days when she ran a code at three in the morning on a person who had been alive at two-forty-five and dead by three-fifteen, the days when she pronounced a stranger and then went into the small physician’s room and ate half a granola bar and then went back out to see the next patient — the other days closed that place down. The other days made her body into a tool. The two days at the museum opened the tool back up into something that resembled a body. She did not articulate this to herself in these terms. She only noticed, when she got home on a Tuesday, that she was singing under her breath in the kitchen, and that she had not been singing under her breath on Monday.

She had stopped singing in the kitchen.

She had not, when she stood at the long north-facing window watching the woman in the yellow raincoat lift the small white dog over the puddle, registered that she had stopped. She had only registered, in the register that she did not consult often, that there was something about the dog in the woman’s arms that had made her hand go up to her own throat without her knowing why.

She had been married to Rich Vale for nine years and two months. She did not, in this moment, want to go home.

She did not know that yet — she would not have said it that way, would not have said it at all, would have flinched from the thought if it had risen to the surface in language. But she stood at the window for an extra minute past when her break was over, watching the woman in the yellow raincoat lift the small white dog into her arms and carry him across the worst of the puddle, and Margot’s hand went unconsciously to her own throat, and her wedding ring caught a little of the gray light from the window, and she did not know any of this about herself.

Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket on the chair behind her. She turned. She crossed to the chair and pulled out the phone. The screen said JEN.

She answered. “Hey.”

“Hey. You at work?”

“Museum.”

“Can you talk?”

“For a few. What’s up.”

“Nothing’s up. I just wanted to call. I have a meeting in twenty minutes and I — I don’t know. I just wanted to call.”

Margot laughed, the small laugh she had only for her sister, the laugh that recognized in Jen the same low-grade restlessness she recognized in herself.

“Are you eating.”

“What are you, Mom.”

“I’m asking.”

“I’m eating. I had a salad. The salad had eight thousand croutons because I’m having a hard week.”

“Why are you having a hard week.”

“It’s not a hard week. It’s just a week. I — I had a conversation with a guy in my office on Monday that I cannot stop replaying. He said a thing that I cannot stop turning over.”

“What thing.”

“He said — okay, this is going to sound stupid out loud. He said that the difference between people who end up doing the thing they want to do and people who don’t, is that the people who do the thing said no to the wrong yeses earlier than the other people said no.”

“That doesn’t sound stupid.”

“It sounds stupid in the way I just said it. He said it better.”

“What is the thing he thinks you want to do.”

“He doesn’t know. I don’t know. That’s why I keep turning it over.”

Margot stood at the window with her phone against her ear and watched the woman in the yellow raincoat round the corner with the small white dog still in her arms. She thought about her sister, who was three years older than she was, who lived six hundred miles away in a city she had moved to twelve years ago for a job that she had been promoted out of and then promoted past and that she now ran a department of, and who had been, for as long as Margot had been an adult, the steadiest most independently functional adult Margot had ever met. Jen did not call to chat. Jen did not call at three in the afternoon on a Tuesday. Jen called when there was a thing.

“Jen.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you all right.”

“I’m fine. I — yeah. I’m fine. I just — I miss you. I miss talking to you. We talk and we talk and we don’t talk.”

Margot did not say anything.

“How’s Rich.”

“He’s good. Same.”

“Same.”

“Same.”

A pause.

“Margot.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you all right.”

Margot watched the rain on the window. The window had a small drip at the top where it met the frame, and the drip had been a small drip for as long as she had been working at this museum, which was now six years, and nobody had ever, in those six years, repaired it. The drip put a small wet snake down the glass that broke into beads at the bottom.

She said, “I’m fine.”

“Same.”

“Same.”

“All right.”

“Jen.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t say no to the right yeses.”

A laugh on the other end.

“Yeah. Okay. I won’t.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too. Tell Rich I said something polite.”

“I will.”

They hung up. Margot stood at the window for a moment longer. She put the phone back into her coat pocket. She turned. She went back to the long table. She sat down in front of the tapestry. She picked up the tweezers. She bent over the lower edge where the stag was running, and she found her next stitch, and she pulled it out.

She worked for another forty minutes. She did not, in those forty minutes, think about her sister, or her husband, or the woman in the yellow raincoat, or the place under her sternum that she was forgetting to breathe into.

She worked.

Behind her, the seventeenth century waited.

She turned and went back to it.

When she left the museum at five-forty the rain had eased into a steady fine mist that put a halo around every streetlight and that made the brick of the buildings look older than it was. She walked the four blocks to her car with her bag over one shoulder and her phone in her free hand and her free hand in her pocket. She drove home the way she always drove home — across the bridge, up through the old neighborhood with the bungalows, around the long bend at the park, up the hill into the west hills where the cedars closed in over the road and the houses began to disappear behind the trees.

She let herself into the dark house. Rich was not yet home. She had known he would not yet be home. She put her keys in the small ceramic bowl on the front hall table. She took off her coat. She stood for a moment in the front hall with her hand still on the coat hook, and the house was very quiet, and she registered, in the way she had been registering for several months without knowing she was registering it, that the quiet was its own substance, that the quiet had a texture and a weight, and that the quiet was something she did not, in this exact moment, mind.

She went into the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of wine. She stood at the counter and drank it. She did not turn on the light.

She stood like that for a long time.

When she heard the garage door open she set down the glass and went into the bathroom off the front hall and turned on the light and looked at herself in the mirror for the second she gave herself before she had to put on her face for her husband, and she did not, that second, recognize the woman in the mirror as a woman who had once decided to marry a man, and she did not, in the next breath, think very much about it.

She heard the door from the garage to the kitchen open.

“Hey,” he called.

“Hey,” she called back.

She turned off the bathroom light. She went out into the kitchen. He was at the counter, taking off his coat. He turned. He smiled at her. He crossed the kitchen and put his hand on the back of her neck and bent and kissed her on the temple, and she leaned, in the way she still leaned after nine years, into the warm fixed pressure of his palm.

“Long day?”

“Slow day.”

“What’s for dinner.”

“Leftovers. And I’ll make a salad.”

“My favorite kind of dinner.”

She smiled. The smile had a weight to it that she did not, in this moment, look at directly.

She went to the refrigerator. She pulled out the container of pasta from the night before. She set it on the counter. She took the wooden bowl from the open shelf above the sink. She began, without looking at her husband, to wash the lettuce.



3.

The way they met was that he humiliated her in front of seven people and then asked her to coffee.

It was July of her intern year. She was on a medicine rotation at the academic center where she would, in a different decade, become an attending. The team was rounding on a patient with refractory hypokalemia, and Rich Vale — then a fourth-year senior resident with a reputation for being either brilliant or insufferable depending on who you asked at any given party — had been the senior on her team for ten days. She had been afraid of him since the first morning. She had been afraid of him in the way that twenty-four-year-olds are afraid of thirty-year-old men who occupy positions of authority over them, and who have, in the theater of their first encounter, made it briefly clear that they have noticed how afraid the twenty-four-year-old is.

He had asked her, in front of the attending and two other interns and the patient’s family at the door, what the differential was for refractory potassium loss in an outpatient who was not on diuretics, and she had named four causes, and he had asked her for the fifth, and she had not had it.

“Surreptitious vomiting,” he had said, with no particular triumph in his voice, just the small flat satisfaction of a man putting a piece into a puzzle. “Bulimia. Always on the list.”

He had not looked at her when he said it. He had looked at the attending, who had nodded as though Rich had reminded him of something he had been about to remember.

She had spent the rest of rounds with her face the color of a brick. She had a particular brick face. Her mother had had the same face — the rapid full flush from clavicle to hairline, the visible heat, the internal scream of a woman whose body has betrayed her in public. She had inherited many things from her mother. The face was not the one she was most embarrassed by, on most days, but at twenty-four in a hospital corridor on her tenth day as a doctor it was, by a significant margin, the worst.

At the end of rounds, while she was pretending to update the patient list, he had come over to where she was standing in the corridor and said, without preamble, “You’re better than that. Don’t let me do that to you again.”

She had not known what to say. She had said okay.

He had asked her if she liked coffee.

She had said yes.

He had taken her, two days later, to a place on the corner across from the hospital that was not really a coffee shop but a bakery that also did coffee, and he had bought her a small dense cardamom roll and a cup of something with cinnamon and oat milk, and he had talked to her for forty minutes about the difference between being smart and being prepared, and she had listened with the entirely earnest attention of a twenty-four-year-old to a thirty-year-old man who had read more books than she had and who knew it and who, crucially, did not seem to be flirting with her.

He was flirting with her. She understood this two weeks later in retrospect, which is to say not in time to do anything about it.

In those two weeks he had taken her to coffee three more times. He had taken her to lunch at a small noodle place she had not known about. He had emailed her, twice, with links to articles he thought she would find interesting — one a New England Journal paper on a new diagnostic algorithm for vasculitis, the other a long piece in The Atlantic about the conservation of medieval manuscripts. The second one had registered to her, the morning she read it on her phone while standing in line for the bus, as a particular kind of signal. He had been listening. He had remembered, from the bakery on the first morning, that she had mentioned her master’s. He had filed it. He had pulled it out later, at the moment that pulling it out would do the most work.

She had not, at twenty-four, understood that the filing and the pulling out were a strategy. She had thought it was kindness. She had thought, in the place where she kept the things she had not yet had the courage to want, that he had noticed her.

She had been right and wrong at the same time. He had noticed her. He had noticed her in the way he noticed everyone — with an inventory of what could be used. She had been, in his accounting, an unusually high-quality intern with an unusual background and an unusual mouth, and he had decided in the bakery on the first morning that she was a thing he was going to acquire, and the acquisition had proceeded according to a method he had been refining since college.

They had slept together for the first time in September of her intern year, in his apartment, on sheets that he had bought specifically for the occasion and that she had not realized were new until she saw the tag still on the pillow case the next morning. He had been tender in the way that men who have read about tenderness are tender. He had asked her three times if she was okay. He had made her toast in the morning and asked if she preferred butter or jam, and she had said both, and he had laughed for what felt like a long time at this answer, as though it were the funniest thing anyone had said to him in months.

She had thought, lying in his bed eating toast with butter and jam, that she had walked into something she did not yet have the shape of. She had thought, this man is going to change my whole life. She had been right about that.

What she had not seen, then, was that he had been counting all along.

He had been counting how many times she said yes when she meant maybe. He had been counting how long she let her hand stay in his when he reached for it across the table. He had been counting the rhythm of her resistance and her surrender, the way some men count cards. It was not, in the beginning, malicious. He did it with everyone. He had done it with his mother and his sisters and the women he had dated in college and the women he had dated in medical school and the patients whose families he had to break bad news to in tiny rooms with bad lighting. He counted because that was how he moved through the world. He counted because if he stopped counting he was afraid of what might come up underneath.

She did not know any of this in September of her intern year. She knew only that he had bought new sheets. She thought it was sweet.

There was a thing she had thought, in the first six months, that she had not thought again for years afterward and that she would, in the last spring of her life, remember with the clarity of a woman recovering a thing she had buried. The thing she had thought was: I do not, exactly, recognize the version of myself I am with him. She had not thought it as criticism. She had thought it as observation. She had been twenty-four. She had thought that the version of herself she was with him was a more interesting and more attentive and more grown-up version, and she had thought, with the small uncomplicated optimism of a twenty-four-year-old, that this was the version she was becoming. She had thought it the way a young woman thinks of any influence she has just chosen to take into her life — as a fact, as a gift, as the future arriving early.

She had not, at twenty-four, had the language for the other possibility. The other possibility was that the version of herself she was with him was not a version she was becoming but a version she was performing, and that the performance had required, from the start, the quiet relinquishment of features of herself that he had not asked her to relinquish but that she had relinquished anyway, in the way a person learns to walk more quietly in a house with a sleeping baby.

She had relinquished, in the first six months, the way she ate. She had previously eaten quickly and with her elbows on the table; she had learned, with him, to eat slowly and with her elbows off. She had relinquished, in the same six months, the loud unselfconscious laugh she had laughed since she was eight. She had not noticed she had relinquished the laugh until her sister, on a visit in the spring of her second year of residency, had said, Mar, where did the laugh go. She had said, what laugh, and Jen had said, Mar, you used to laugh like a hyena, what happened to the laugh, and Margot had laughed, then, and the laugh had come out small and contained and unfamiliar, and she had looked at her sister across the small kitchen table of her sister’s old apartment and she had said, I don’t know.

Jen had not pressed her.

Jen had filed it.

They were married eighteen months later in a small ceremony on a beach in Oregon, where his mother lived. Her own mother was already dead. Her mother had died at the end of Margot’s second year of medical school, of a long slow set of failures that had begun, in retrospect, when Margot had been seventeen, and that had taken her in increments — the kidneys first, then the liver, then in the last months a steady cognitive decline that had spared her mother the awareness of her own death and that had not, in any sense, spared her daughters. Margot had driven six hours through a snowstorm to get to the hospital, and her mother had been already, when she arrived, dead. She had stood at the foot of the bed in her medical-student white coat with snow on the shoulders and she had looked at her mother’s face for the second before she would have to begin, for the rest of her life, to be a person whose mother was dead, and she had registered, in that second, the feature of her own response that had been, more than grief, relief.

She had not said this to anyone. She had not said it to her sister. She had not said it to Rich.

She had said it, eight years later in the small dim apartment of a man named Daniel, on the night of the second time she had ever slept with him, when he had asked her, with his hand on her hair and his eyes very steady, what was the thing she had never told anyone, and she had thought for a long minute and she had said, I was relieved when my mother died, and he had said, I know, and she had said, how do you know, and he had said, because I have a wife, an ex-wife now, and her mother died, and she felt the same thing, and she did not tell me for two years, and when she did tell me I told her what I am about to tell you, which is that you are not a bad person for feeling that. You are a person who had been doing the work of dying with her for a long time. The relief is the body’s accurate report on the work.

She had cried, then. She had cried in a way she had not cried in twelve years.

But this was much later. This is the older story.

In the older story she was twenty-six and her mother was four months dead and she was marrying a man named Rich Vale on a beach in Oregon, in a pale green dress that her sister had picked out for her, with twenty-eight people in folding chairs in the sand and the wind doing the thing it did at that beach, and her sister Jen had stood up and made a speech.

The speech had been written on a small card that Jen had held in front of her with both hands. Jen had been twenty-nine, just under three years older than Margot, and Jen had been wearing a pale green dress of her own that did not quite match Margot’s, and Jen had read the small card in the voice she used when she had decided to be honest.

She had told a story, first, about a summer when Margot had been twelve and Jen had been fifteen, and the two of them had gone with their mother to a small lake in the Adirondacks where their mother had grown up, and there had been a tire swing over the deepest part, and Jen had been afraid of the tire swing for the entire two weeks of the trip, and Margot — twelve years old, sixty-five pounds, the sister who had been afraid of everything Jen had not been afraid of — had walked out onto the small wooden dock on the third day and had taken hold of the rope and had pushed off and had swung in a long perfect arc out over the water and had let go and had hit the water flat on her back from twenty feet up. She had come up with her hair plastered to her face and a small red mark across her shoulders the shape of the impact, and she had looked at her sister on the dock and said, now you, and Jen had not. Jen had stood on the dock for the rest of the afternoon and had not taken her turn, and Margot had not made fun of her about it, and Jen had been quietly carrying that memory of her sister’s courage for fourteen years.

The chapel — the small beach, the folding chairs, the wind — had been quiet during the story. Jen had looked up from the card. She had looked at her sister.

She had said, I hope he treats you the way you deserve to be treated.

She had said, I love you, Mar.

She had sat down.

It had landed strangely in the room. There had been a small silence and then the small clattering applause of a wedding crowd that did not quite know what to do with the thing it had just heard, and Rich had laughed, the small sharp laugh he had developed to defuse moments that he had not, in the planning of his own day, accounted for, and Margot had not laughed. She had looked at her sister across the small wooden aisle between the folding chairs. She had thought, Jen, what was that. She had thought, Jen, what do you know that I do not know.

She had not asked. They had been at her wedding. There had been a cake. There had been a dance with her new husband, in the sand, with her shoes off, with his hand on the small of her back. There had been a long warm night on the small beach with the wind and the satisfaction of a young woman who had married a man who was, by every measure she could think to apply, a catch.

She had remembered the speech years later. She had remembered it on the day she stood at the window of the conservation lab and watched a woman in a yellow raincoat carry a small white dog across a puddle, and her hand had gone to her own throat without her knowing why.

She had thought, on that day at the window:

Jen knew.

She had thought:

Jen always knew.

The first year of their marriage had been very good. She had remembered this too, on the day at the window, with the clarity that the memory of a happy time has when it has not been called back in years. She had remembered the apartment they had lived in then, a small two-bedroom in a brick building on the east side of the river that had had a brass radiator under the front window that had hissed every morning at six and that they had named, for reasons they had both forgotten, Gladys. She had remembered the sound of his key in the door at eight on a weeknight, and the way he had come into the kitchen behind her and put his face in her hair and breathed her in, and the way she had stopped doing whatever she had been doing and stood with her back against his chest in the small warm circle of him, and the small absolute confidence she had felt in those first eighteen months that this was what she had been moving toward for her entire life.

She had remembered the first apartment cat, a small black-and-white animal named Henry whom Rich had brought home in a cardboard carrier on a Wednesday in March without asking her in advance, and whom she had not been entirely prepared for and who had become, in the eight years he had lived with them, the center of the apartment and then of the house. Henry had died in his sleep in the kitchen the previous winter. She had buried him in the small flowerbed at the back of the property where her tomatoes did not, no matter how much she watered them, ever grow. Rich had been at a conference. She had buried Henry alone with a small garden trowel in the cold January earth. She had cried, on the cold earth in her bathrobe with her hands black with mud, for the cat and for the cat-shaped hole in the long quiet house, and she had not, that night, called her husband to tell him.

She had remembered the first vacation they had taken as a married couple, a week in Portugal in their second year, in a small white house above a small white town on a small white beach, and the way they had eaten grilled sardines every night for a week and had drunk a cold wine she had never been able to find again in the United States, and the way he had, on the fourth night, taken her to bed in the late slow afternoon and had made love to her with the attention she had thought, then, was love itself.

She had remembered the way they had been a team. The way they had talked through difficult cases at the kitchen table at midnight, his hand on her wrist while she described a patient who had upset her, his careful thoughtful questions, the small quiet way he had been able to take a thing that was making her chest tight and rearrange it into a thing she could carry to work the next morning. He had been good at this. He had been very good at it. She had thought, for years, that the goodness was love.

She would, in the last six months of her life, learn that the goodness had been technique.

She would not, even then, deny that there had been love in the technique. She would only understand, with the clarity that arrives late and is not consoling, that the love had been a feature of the technique, and not the other way around.

But this is the older story. The older story is good. The older story is the part of her life that she would still, in her last weeks, want back. The older story is what she had been protecting, by saying yes to him on a Sunday in October, the year they had been married eight years, when he had stopped her on a sidewalk in front of a house with a planter of dying pansies and told her that he loved her and that he had been thinking about something for a long time and that he wanted to ask her about opening the marriage.

She would say yes three weeks later. She would say yes, in part, for the older story.

She would not have been able to articulate this, then, but she had thought — in the place she did not consult often — that if she said no, she would lose him slowly, and that if she said yes, she would lose only a part of him, and the part she lost would be the part she had not yet noticed she did not have.

She had been wrong about that.

She had been wrong about that in a way that the older story, however good, would not, in the end, be enough to protect.
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He brought it up on a Sunday in October, the year they had been married eight years.

They had been to brunch with friends and were walking home along a street of brick row houses where the maples were turning, and he had been quiet for two blocks in a way that she had learned, over eight years, to identify as the silence that preceded the introduction of a subject. He had a tell. His hand went into his coat pocket and his thumb did a small thing against the seam.

“I want to talk to you about something,” he said, when they had turned onto their own street.

“Okay.”

“It’s not a bad thing.”

“That’s how people introduce bad things.”

He smiled. He had a good smile when he chose to use it. They walked another half block. The maples on this street were the small Japanese kind, and the leaves had come down already in great wet drifts that the city had not yet swept up, and they walked through the leaves with the soft small wet sound that walking through wet leaves makes, and he was, she registered, walking slightly behind her, the way he sometimes walked when he was about to say a thing he had not yet decided how to land.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said. “About us. About the marriage. And I want to say something and I want you to hear it before you react.”

“All right.”

“I love you.” He stopped on the sidewalk and turned her toward him by the elbow, gently, the way you would turn a child you were trying to make eye contact with. “That is the first sentence. I want that to be the first sentence and I want you to remember it through the rest of the sentences.”

She looked at him. He had brown eyes that went very dark in low light, and at thirty-eight he had a small fan of lines at the corners that had not been there at thirty, and his hair was beginning, very slightly, to thin at the temples in a way that she found, against her better judgment, endearing. There was a small spot of jam on his lower lip from the brunch they had just left. She did not, in this moment, tell him about it.

“I love you,” he said again. “And I think we are in a marriage that is, on the whole, working. We are good to each other. We are good at the parts of marriage that are difficult. We respect each other. We laugh. The sex is” — and here he paused, calibrating — “the sex is good. It is.”

“Okay,” she said.

“I want to ask you about opening it.”

She stared at him.

He kept going, because he had rehearsed this, because he had decided in advance not to let her face stop him. He had practiced the rhythm of the sentences in the bathroom mirror three mornings in a row. He had practiced the pace. He had practiced where to pause and where to push. He had decided, in the practice, that he would not allow her face to do its work on him. Her face had been doing its work on him for eight years, and he had a high tolerance for it, and he would, this time, simply absorb it and continue.

“Not because anything is broken. Not because we need it. Because I think — I have been thinking about this for a long time, Margot, longer than you know — I think we are at a place in our lives, in our marriage, where we have built something so solid that we could let in a little more air. We could give each other a little more room. I’m not talking about anything that threatens what we have. I’m talking about freedom. I’m talking about being two adults who chose each other and who could keep choosing each other even with the option not to.”

She did not say anything for a long time. They were standing in front of the house of a neighbor she did not know, an old man who kept a planter of pansies on the steps and who occasionally raised a hand at her from his window when she passed. The pansies were dying. She looked at them. The pansies had been blooming in early September and had been beautiful, in a small bright steady way, for almost six weeks, and they were now the color of dried mustard at the edges and beginning to slump in their plastic pots. The old man, she thought distantly, must have stopped watering them. The old man might also be dead.

“You want to sleep with other people,” she said.

“That is not the framing I would use.”

“It’s the framing of the sentence.”

“I want,” he said, choosing each word, “to give us both the option of being more than monogamous. I think it would be good for us. I think it would relieve a pressure we don’t even know we’re carrying.”

“You have been carrying,” she said.

He let that go by. He had decided in advance to let several things go by. “I’ve read a lot about it. I’ve talked to people who have done it well. The marriages that survive this — the ones that thrive — they are stronger afterward. They are closer. There is no comparison.”

“Who have you talked to.”

“People.”

“Who.”

“It doesn’t matter who, Margot. The point is the literature. The point is the data.”

She laughed. It was a small laugh, and it was not pleasant. “You brought me data.”

“I brought you a proposal.”

“You brought me a proposal.”

“Yes.”

“With data.”

“Margot.”

“Rich.”

They stood for a long second looking at each other on the sidewalk in front of the dying pansies, and she watched him do the thing he did when he had not gotten the response he had expected — the rearrangement of his face into a slightly different shape, the slight tilt of the head, the small widening of the eyes that was meant to read as vulnerability and that she had, somewhere in the last eight years, learned to recognize as recalibration.

She turned and started walking again, faster than before, and he had to take a couple of half-jogging steps to catch up. They walked the last block in silence. At the door she stopped and put her key in the lock and then did not turn it. She looked at him over her shoulder.

“If I say no,” she said.

“You can say no.”

“If I say no, what happens to us.”

He was ready for this. He had thought about this for a long time. He had decided that the honest answer was also the most useful answer.

“We stay where we are,” he said. “We keep doing what we are doing. And eventually” — and he did not smile, did not flinch, kept his eyes on her — “eventually I think one of us will be unhappy in a way we can’t come back from. Not because of any one thing. Because of accumulation. Because of years.”

She stood at the door for a long moment with the key still unturned.

“You mean you will be unhappy.”

“I mean either of us could be.”

“You mean you.”

He did not answer. She turned the key. They went into the house.

She did not, that day, give him an answer.

She went into the kitchen and made tea and stood at the counter drinking it and did not speak to him for an hour. He did not push. He had learned, in eight years, when to push and when not to push. He went upstairs and worked at the small writing desk in the corner of the bedroom that he had bought for himself in their fourth year and that he had not, in the years since, allowed her to touch. She heard the sounds of him moving around — the chair pulling out, the small intermittent typing, the interval at four o’clock when he stopped working and got up and went into the bathroom and ran the shower. She stood in the kitchen the whole time and finished her tea and made another cup and did not, for the entire hour, sit down.

She thought about a great many things.

She thought, first, about the version of the conversation she had not had — the version in which she had laughed at him and said Rich, what are you talking about, no, get back here, let’s go inside and have a glass of wine and pretend you did not just say that. She thought about why she had not laughed. She thought about the fact that, when she replayed the moment, she could not, with any honesty, locate a place in her body that had been surprised. Her chest had not done the small jump of surprise. Her hands had not done the small clench of a woman blindsided. Her chest had done a tightening that, on examination, she recognized as the tightening of recognition — the way the chest tightens when a doctor tells a patient the thing the patient has already privately suspected.

She had suspected.

She had suspected for some time. She did not know how long. She had suspected, perhaps, since the night the previous March when she had come back from a call shift at four in the morning and had found him asleep on the couch with his phone face-down on his chest, and she had picked the phone up to put it on the charger and the phone had buzzed in her hand, and the buzz had not been a text message — she had checked — but a notification from an app she had not yet known he had. She had not, that night, opened the app. She had set the phone on the charger and gone upstairs and slept for four hours and gone to her next shift and not mentioned the app.

She had filed it.

She had also, more recently, suspected because of a thing he had said in the car driving back from a friend’s wedding in August. The friend had been a fellow resident of his from years ago, and the friend had married a much younger woman who had been, at the wedding, vaguely unhappy in a way that had been visible to everyone with eyes, and Rich had said, in the car on the way home, the trouble with marriage is that monogamy was invented by people who lived to forty, and she had laughed, because he had said it the way he sometimes said sharp small things, and she had not understood until she was brushing her teeth that night that he had not been joking.

She had filed that too.

She had been filing things for a long time. The conversation on the sidewalk in front of the dying pansies had been, in the sense she did not let herself look at directly, the small terrible relief of the file finally becoming a folder she had to open.

She thought, second, about whether she could refuse him.

This was the question she stood in the kitchen with for the next forty minutes. She thought about the version of her life in which she said no, and he stayed, and a year passed, and then another year, and then another, and somewhere in that period she found, in his coat pocket, a credit card statement for a hotel he had not told her about, and the small slow private collapse began. She thought about the version of her life in which she said no, and he stayed, and she became — over the years — the kind of woman she had watched her mother become in the last decade of her father’s life, the kind of woman who carried, like a small permanent stone in the pocket, the knowledge of the lie she was not going to confront.

She thought about her mother.

Her mother, in the last decade of her marriage, had known. Her mother had known about the receptionist at her father’s firm. Her mother had known about the second one, the one in the third year, who had been a junior partner. Her mother had known about the third, and the fourth, and the small one her father had brought home one Christmas under the cover of being a colleague who needed to use the printer, and her mother had known about the way her father had looked at the colleague who needed to use the printer, and her mother had said nothing for fourteen years, and at the end of the fourteen years her mother had developed the kidney disease and the liver disease and the cognitive failures that had ended her, and Margot had thought, on the long drive through the snowstorm to the hospital where she had arrived too late, that her mother had died of something. She had not yet known what. She had thought, in the years afterward, that her mother had died of the silence.

She did not, in the kitchen with her second cup of tea, want to die of the silence.

She thought, third, about the version of her life in which she said yes.

This was the version she found, against her own better judgment, that she could not stop thinking about with a feature of curiosity. She had been faithful to her husband for eight years and to the boyfriend before her husband for two years and to the boyfriend before that for three years, and she had been, by her own honest accounting, deeply faithful by temperament. The thought of being with another man had not crossed her mind, in any concrete way, in years. But standing at the counter with the second cup of tea, with her husband upstairs running the shower and the long quiet kitchen around her, she registered with a heat that she had a body. That her body had been faithful for thirteen years. That her body — and not her — was perhaps the thing he had been speaking to, on the sidewalk, when he had said we could let in a little more air.

She did not know what to do with this.

She finished the second cup of tea. She rinsed the cup. She put it in the drying rack. She did not go upstairs.

She did not give him an answer for three weeks.

In those three weeks she did several things that surprised her.

She did not, the first week, sleep with him. She had not consciously decided this. She had simply, when he had reached for her on the first Wednesday after the conversation, turned her body very slightly away in the bed, and he had registered the small turn and had not pushed, and she had lain with her back to him in the dark and had not said anything, and the next morning they had both gotten up and made coffee and gone to work as though nothing had happened. She had done this three nights in a row before she had registered, in the register she did not consult often, that she had been doing it.

The second week she had bought a book. She had bought it at the small bookstore near the museum, the one she went to on her Tuesday lunches. She had not asked the woman behind the counter for help finding it. She had stood in the aisle marked Relationships / Sexuality for several minutes, with her bag over her shoulder and her face composed in the small neutral face of a woman who was browsing, and she had selected a book whose cover had not been embarrassing and whose author had a doctorate from a university she had heard of, and she had taken the book to the counter and paid for it in cash, and she had carried it home in her bag, and she had read it over the course of four nights at the kitchen table after Rich had gone to bed. The book had been thoughtful and careful and had not, in any of the ways she had been afraid it would, embarrassed her. The book had made a series of arguments that she had not been entirely able to dismiss, and had warned, in the way such books warn, that the open marriages that worked were the open marriages in which both parties had wanted to open them, and that the open marriages that did not work were the open marriages in which one party had been asked.

She had read this line twice.

She had not, after reading it twice, closed the book and decided.

She had kept reading.

The third week she had gone to see Jen.

Jen lived six hundred miles away, in a city Margot did not visit often, and Margot had told Rich she was going for a long-overdue sister weekend, and she had flown out on a Friday and had spent two nights on Jen’s couch and had not, for the entire first day, said anything about Rich. She had drunk coffee with Jen in the morning. She had gone shopping with Jen in the afternoon. She had eaten dinner with Jen in a small dark Mexican restaurant where the chips came with three kinds of salsa and where the margaritas came in glasses the size of small bowls, and she had drunk two of the margaritas and had told her sister, over the small spreading wetness of melted ice on the table between them, what Rich had asked her.

Jen had listened. Jen had not interrupted. Jen had let her get to the end.

When Margot had finished, Jen had said, “Mar.”

“Yeah.”

“Mar.”

“Yeah.”

“Mar, what do you want.”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you know.”

“I don’t, Jen. I don’t know.”

“Yes you do. Yes you do, Mar. Don’t do this thing where you don’t know. You know.”

Margot had looked at her sister across the table. Her sister had been looking at her with the small flat attention Jen had been able to bring to bear on her since they were teenagers, the attention that did not allow for evasion.

She had said, very quietly, “I don’t want to be the woman whose husband is lying.”

Jen had not said anything for a moment.

Then she had said, “Mar. That is not what I asked.”

“I know it isn’t.”

“What did I ask.”

“What do I want.”

“What do you want.”

Margot had looked down at the table. She had looked at the wet rings of her two margarita glasses. She had looked at the small wet ring of her sister’s beer.

She had said, “I want him to not have asked me.”

Jen had reached across the table. She had taken her sister’s hand.

She had said, “Yeah.”

She had said, “Yeah, Mar. I know.”

She had not said anything else. They had paid the check. They had walked back to Jen’s apartment in the dark on a sidewalk that smelled like the laurel hedge that ran along the back of the parking lot of the church across the street, and Margot had slept that night on Jen’s couch with the small blanket that Jen had put over her tucked under her chin, and she had not, in any sense she would have admitted to herself, decided anything.

She had said yes three weeks later, on a Tuesday night, after a bottle of wine she had drunk most of, and she remembered the conversation afterward in fragments — the way he had looked at her with what she now identified, in retrospect, as relief; the way he had said thank you; the way he had reached for her in bed that night with a new kind of energy, an almost grateful energy, as though she had given him a gift whose value he had not expected her to understand.

She remembered also that she had cried in the bathroom for ten minutes before she came back to bed, and that she had washed her face carefully so that he would not see, and that when she came back he had not noticed, and that this — the not noticing — had told her something she did not yet want to know.

She had said yes because the alternative, as he had laid it out, was a man who would slowly become a stranger to her in the same house. She had said yes because she had thought, with the cold pragmatism of a woman who had been raised by an alcoholic mother and a sister who had taught her early that men were a kind of weather you adjusted for, that at least this way she would know. At least this way it would be on the table. At least this way she would not be the woman whose husband was lying.

She had said yes because she had loved him, which is its own kind of foolishness, and because she had not been able to imagine the version of her life in which he was not, somewhere on the periphery, the person she came home to.

This is what she had not understood, yet: that he had not been asking for permission. He had been telling her what was going to happen and asking her, in the same breath, to call it her own idea.
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The first year.

He was on the apps within forty-eight hours.

He told her, because they had agreed to tell each other, and because telling her was part of the pleasure. He sat across from her at dinner on the Thursday after she had said yes and he showed her the profile he had made, and the photos he had chosen, and the bio he had written, which read: Married, in an ethically non-monogamous arrangement, looking for connection that respects what each of us already has at home. He had read it aloud to her. She had eaten her pasta and nodded. He had asked her, with the attention of a man producing the question he had decided in advance to produce, whether she wanted to be involved in the editing of the bio. She had said no. He had said okay, and he had let it sit, and ten minutes later, when he had brought up dessert, she had not asked him to revisit it.

“Do you want to make one?” he had said, at the end of the meal.

“Not yet.”

“There’s no rush.”

“I know.”

He had nodded. He had cleared the plates. He had stood at the sink doing the dishes with the same small content focused attention he had brought to the dishes for the entire eight years of their marriage, and she had watched the back of his shoulders, and she had thought, sitting at the table with her last sip of wine, that he had never, in those eight years, looked more relaxed.

He had not had to lie to her in two days. He had not realized, until the lying had stopped, how much energy it had been taking from him.

His first date was on a Sunday afternoon in a coffee shop two miles from their house. He had matched, in the seventy-two hours since putting up his profile, with thirty-eight women. He had selected, from the thirty-eight, a thirty-four-year-old yoga instructor named Whitney who had a small lower-back tattoo visible in her second photograph and who had written, in her bio, that she was new to all of this and curious. He had decided, with the instinct he had developed over twenty years, that new to all of this and curious was the most efficient combination of bio language for what he was doing.

He had been right.

Whitney had been waiting at a table in the back when he arrived. She had ordered him a coffee without asking what he wanted, and the coffee had been black, and she had said, when he sat down, I figured you for a black coffee, with the small lifted eyebrow of a woman who had decided in advance to be a little arch. They had talked for twenty minutes. He had been, as he was on these dates, very good. He had asked her four questions about herself, two of which had genuinely interested her and two of which had registered to her as the small expert flattery of a man who had been doing this for a long time. He had told her about his marriage. He had used the word unconventional. He had used the word honest. He had used the phrase what works for us. She had nodded. She had said, can I be honest, this is my second date in this format, I am not entirely sure what I am supposed to be doing on it, and he had said, neither am I, let’s not be on it for very long, where do you live, and she had said fifteen minutes from here, and he had said let’s go.

They had not finished the coffee.

In her bedroom, in the small carriage-house apartment behind a large craftsman where she rented from a couple who were out of town for the weekend, she had undressed in front of him with the small unselfconscious efficiency of a woman who had been undressing in front of men for almost twenty years and who had decided to enjoy this one. She was small and lean and a little tan even in October, and the lower-back tattoo turned out to be a small Sanskrit phrase that she had told him, in the car on the way over, meant trust the body, and he had said do you? and she had said I’m working on it, and he had laughed.

He took her slowly the first time, the way he took most women the first time. He had a method, refined over many years and tested on many bodies, and the method registered to women, in the important first thirty minutes, as attention. He kissed her mouth for a long time before he kissed her anywhere else. He undressed her with one hand and kept the other on her face, and he did not, for the first hour, take his eyes off her eyes. He went down on her on the white duvet of her unfamiliar bed, with the gray October light coming through the high window of the carriage house, and he stayed there a long careful time, listening to her the way he listened to a heart, and she came against his mouth with her hand in his hair and a small fast surprised sound, and when he came up and kissed her, his face still wet from her, she pulled him into her without his having to ask.

He was not, the first time, a person who took. He was, the first time, a person who listened. He moved with her slowly. He held her face. He let her set the pace. When she rolled them over and put her hands flat on his chest and rode him, he watched her face — the small clench of her jaw, the small uneven sound of her breathing — and he told her, in the low careful voice he had learned to use, exactly what she looked like and exactly what she was doing to him and exactly what he was about to let her do to him, and she came again, with a small fast involuntary cry, and then he let himself.

Afterward she lay with her cheek against his chest and her hand on his stomach and they were quiet for a long minute, and she said, you are very good at that, and he said, I have had time to practice, and she laughed, and he had not told her about the second time he had practiced his method on a woman that month, or the seventh time, or the fortieth time over the last fourteen months that he had practiced his method as a soft-cover deception on a woman he had not, at the time of the practice, been technically permitted to practice with.

He had stayed for two hours. He had been, in the second hour, less the careful attentive man and more the practiced hungry one. He had bent her over the bed. He had taken her hair in his fist. He had moved against her with the kind of focused mechanical attention that he applied to most physical labor, and she had pushed back against him with a small breathless eagerness, and the bed had moved against the wall in the small carriage house apartment, and the second time he had come he had come on her back, and she had laughed when he had finished, the small surprised laugh of a woman who had not, in advance, expected the day to go this way.

He had come home from her apartment at five-thirty. He had showered for a long time. He had told Margot about it the next morning, at breakfast, with the level of detail she had agreed in advance to receive. She had asked the questions she had agreed in advance to ask. He had answered them. He had not, in his answers, embellished or apologized. He had described the woman’s body in the kind of clinical inventory that he might apply to a patient — she had a small Sanskrit tattoo at the base of her spine, a yoga thing, — and Margot had drunk her coffee and nodded and had not, in the end, asked him to stop providing the inventory.

She had thought, later that morning, alone in the lab with the seventeenth century: this is the price. She had thought: this is what I bought.

By the end of the first month he had been on eleven dates. Some of them were drinks. Some of them were dinners. Two of them ended in his car, in parking garages, with women whose names he forgot before he had even gotten home. One of them, with a woman named Stacy who worked in advertising, had ended in a hotel near the airport on a Wednesday afternoon because she had been traveling for work and they had had four hours, and he had come back from that one with the kind of small bruise on his collarbone that he had not had since he was nineteen. He had shown the bruise to Margot in the bathroom mirror on Thursday morning with the small wry self-deprecating smile of a man who had been bested by a woman in the most pleasant possible way, and Margot had looked at the bruise, and had looked at him in the mirror, and had said, be careful, and had walked out of the bathroom and gone downstairs to make coffee.

By the third month he had been to his first threesome.

It was with a woman from one of the apps and her boyfriend, in a hotel in the suburbs, and Rich came home from it the way another man might come home from a particularly satisfying meal — sated, slightly tired, full of a quiet professional pride. The woman had been a hairdresser named Jordan. Her boyfriend had been a longshoreman named Mike, who had been quiet for the first half hour and had warmed up considerably in the second. Rich had not been to bed with a man before. He had been curious, in the small unalarmed way that he was curious about most things. He had not, in the bed in the suburban hotel with the bad art on the walls, found the experience particularly different. He had found, mostly, that he was good at it in the same way he was good at everything else — that the same attention applied, that the same listening worked, that the same combination of pace and patience and small careful tactical surprise produced the same general result.

He had finished the night by having Jordan a second time while Mike watched from the chair by the window. She had told him, in his ear, with her boyfriend ten feet away, exactly what she wanted, and he had given her exactly that, and she had come in a long shuddering arc that registered to him — with the professional satisfaction he had been bringing to most of his life lately — as a personal best. Mike had clapped him on the shoulder on the way out and said thanks, man, and Rich had said thank you, and had driven home in the gray light of the morning with the windows down and the radio on, and he had felt, in the chest he had been ignoring for years, a small bright open feeling that he had thought, in the moment, was happiness.

He told Margot about it the next morning over coffee, with the specificity that she had asked for in the early conversations because she had thought she wanted to know, and which she now did not know how to ask him to stop providing. He described what they had done. He described the order in which they had done it. He described the woman’s body in the kind of clinical inventory that he might apply to a patient — she had a tattoo on her hip, a small one, a moon — and Margot drank her coffee and nodded and did not, in the end, ask him to stop.

She thought, later that morning, alone in the lab with the seventeenth century: this is the price. She thought: this is what I bought. She thought, for the first time in the four months since the conversation on the sidewalk: I cannot do this for the rest of my life.

She did not yet know what to do with the thought. She filed it.

By month six he had been with a college student who was twenty-two, a married woman whose husband did not know, an actress who lived an hour away and who he saw twice and who texted him for two months afterward in a way that grew increasingly unhinged, and four or five others whom he had stopped counting carefully because the counting itself had begun to feel like work.

The college student had been a complicated situation. She had matched him on the app and had not, in her photographs, looked twenty-two, and he had not, on the date, asked her age until they were already at the restaurant. She had told him over the appetizer course that she was a senior at the university, with the smile of a young woman who had not, in advance, prepared a defense, and he had registered, in the register he did not always consult, that he had three options. The first was to thank her for her time and leave. The second was to thank her for her time and stay for dinner and not pursue anything further. The third was to do what he had come to do. He had looked at her across the table — at the fine bones of her clavicle, at the bright eager attention of a twenty-two-year-old who had agreed to have dinner with a man almost twice her age — and he had taken her back to the apartment she shared with three other seniors, and he had had her against the standing closet in her small bedroom while a roommate watched television through the wall. She had come on his fingers with her face pressed against his shoulder to keep quiet, and he had finished with one hand over her mouth and the other in her hair, and he had driven home thinking, with the professional satisfaction he had been bringing to most of these encounters, that she would remember him in five years more clearly than he would remember her in five months.

The married woman had been Andrea. She had been thirty-nine. Her husband was a litigator who traveled four days a week. She had told Rich, on the second date, that her husband did not know and would not know and was not, in the current configuration of their marriage, entitled to know. Rich had not asked about her marriage in any further detail. He had taken her to a hotel downtown, the kind with a marble lobby and a bartender who did not look at the keys you set on the counter, and he had spent a Saturday afternoon with her. They had ordered room service and eaten it naked on the bed and gone back to each other three more times before she had to go home, and on the fourth time she had cried, and he had asked if she wanted him to stop, and she had said no, no, keep going, and he had, and afterward she had lain with her face in the pillow for ten minutes without speaking, and then dressed and kissed him on the cheek and left. She had texted him the next day to say it had been wonderful and that she did not think they should do it again. He had replied with the answer he had been practicing for years, which was I understand. I hope you are well. I am here if you change your mind. She had not changed her mind. He had forgotten about her by the end of the month.

The actress had been Lena. She had lived an hour out of the city in a small farmhouse she had inherited from her grandmother. She had been thirty-six and had been the lead in two regional productions of plays Rich had not, when she described them, ever heard of. She had been beautiful in the specific way that very tall women with very dark eyes are beautiful in low light, and she had been, in bed, the most generous partner he had been with since he had opened the marriage. She had also, two weeks after the second date, begun to text him in a way that escalated very rapidly from the warmth of a woman who was hoping for a third date into the small frantic narrative of a woman who had not understood, despite the careful explanation he had given her on the first night, what kind of arrangement she had walked into. He had stopped responding. She had continued for two months. The texts had escalated. They had included, at one point, a photograph of his own house, which she had taken from across the street, and a small accompanying message that said I just want you to know that I know where this is. I would not do anything with the information. I just want you to know I know. He had blocked her number that afternoon. He had not told Margot about the photograph. He had, in the work of the next several weeks, checked the rearview mirror more often than he was used to checking it.

The four or five others he had stopped counting carefully. There had been a divorced mother of two. There had been a woman who worked in IT at a large consulting firm and who had brought, on the second date, a small leather bag of things she had wanted him to use on her, which he had used. There had been a graduate student in art history with whom he had spent two long languid weekends at a small bed-and-breakfast on the coast, and who had cried at the end of the second weekend, and whom he had not seen again. There had been a woman whose name he could not, by the end of the year, remember, but who had had a small constellation of moles on her left shoulder blade in the shape of the Big Dipper, and whom he had thought of, occasionally, when he saw the actual Big Dipper through the windshield on a long drive home.

By month nine he had begun, in the accounting he kept of himself, to think of the open marriage not as an experiment but as a life. He had begun to plan around it. He had begun to keep a small second wallet in his car with a separate credit card and a stack of cash. He had begun to keep a change of clothes in a duffel bag in the trunk, in case a day-of opportunity required him to be already-changed before he showed up to her apartment. He had begun, without quite letting himself see it, to feel — somewhere underneath the satisfactions of the arrangement — an irritation with the parts of his old life that had not changed with it. He had begun to be impatient with Margot in small ways. He had begun to be impatient with the way she chewed at dinner. He had begun to be impatient with the care she took, when she was telling him about a case she had had in the ER, to get the patient’s age and chief complaint exactly right before she got to the part of the story she actually wanted to tell. He did not know, in the register he did not consult often, that the impatience was not with her. He did not know that the impatience was with the residual fact of having a wife at all. He did not notice, either, that the daily performance of the devoted husband — the breakfasts, the questions about her day, the hand on the back of her neck at exactly the moment she expected it — had begun, in small increments, to cost him something the women never did.

Margot, in those same six months, had gone on three dates.

The first had been with a hospital colleague — an urology fellow whom she had liked, mildly, and who had asked her out twice before she had said yes — and they had gone to a wine bar and had a perfectly pleasant conversation about a podcast and parted with a hug. The hug had been a long careful hug, the kind of hug that a man gives a woman when he is hoping the hug will be a permission to ask for the second hug, and Margot had felt the small lift of his torso against hers as he had begun to settle in for the long version, and she had pulled back. She had thanked him. She had told him she had had a lovely time. She had walked the four blocks to her car in the rain with her arms folded across her chest, and she had sat in the driver’s seat for a long minute with the wipers off and the rain coming down on the windshield, and she had not gone home for another hour. She had driven the long way. She had ended up at a small overlook above the river that she had not been to in years, and she had sat in the car looking down at the lights on the water, and she had thought: I do not know if I want this. She had thought: I do not know if I can want this.

The second had been a man from the apps, a forty-year-old architect named Eric, who had been kind and decent and whom she had slept with once in his apartment. The sex had been not bad. Eric had been gentle. Eric had asked her, three times in the course of the evening, if she was all right, and she had said yes each time, and the third time she had laughed and said Eric, you can stop asking, and he had laughed back and said I’m sorry, my last girlfriend was in graduate school in a feminist studies department, I have been trained. She had laughed at this too. He had taken her, slowly and carefully and not particularly inventively, on the navy duvet of his apartment, and she had finished, after a fashion, by thinking very hard about a thing she had not thought about in seven years and did not, even alone in the car, want to look at directly. Afterward she had lain beside Eric staring at his ceiling, at a small water stain near the light fixture that she could not stop looking at, and Eric had said, very quietly, was that okay, and she had said yes, and she had cried in the Uber home for forty minutes for reasons she could not name and did not try to.

The third had been a woman, which she had not expected to do, a graphic designer named Sarah, with short hair and a way of looking at her that made Margot feel for the first time in years like a thing being noticed. They had met at the same wine bar. Sarah had been thirty-eight. Sarah had been divorced from a man and had been with women, in various configurations, ever since. Sarah had looked at her across the table with the attention of a woman who was not, in any visible way, performing, and Margot had felt — in the place under her sternum that she had not felt anything in for a long time — a small fluttering heat that she had not, in years, associated with being looked at by anyone. They had not gone back to anyone’s apartment. Sarah had walked her to her car. At the car they had kissed for twenty minutes, with Margot’s back against the driver’s side door and Sarah’s hand in Margot’s hair, and Margot had registered, in the small fluttering way that she registered most things in those months, that she had not been kissed like this in possibly her entire life. Sarah had pulled back after the twenty minutes and had said, I would like to see you again, and Margot had said yes, and then she had gone home and told Rich about it.

She had not been able to keep herself from telling him. She had been so visibly lifted by what had happened in the parking lot that she could not, in the kitchen with him at midnight, not say. She had told him about the kiss. She had told him about Sarah’s hand in her hair. She had not told him about the small fluttering heat under her sternum. She had given him the choreography and had kept, for herself, the weather.

He had been so visibly thrilled by it. He had been almost-aroused. He had asked her, in the way he asked these things, if there had been any chance she would consider — and he had let the sentence trail off, and she had understood what he was asking, and she had felt, in the recoil of her chest, that she had given him a present and not lived an evening.

She had not seen Sarah again.

She had texted Sarah, two days later, the text of a woman who has decided, in private, that she is not the kind of woman who can give a thing she has just discovered to her husband as an entertainment. She had told Sarah she had loved meeting her and that she was, on reflection, not in a place where she could pursue anything further. Sarah had replied, with a small graceful brevity, that she understood, and that she wished Margot well.

Margot had cried for an hour after sending the text.

She had not been bad at it, exactly. She had not been good at it either. She was a person to whom things mostly happened, and what was happening to her, in the first six months of their open marriage, was that she was watching her husband become more himself than she had ever seen him be, and that this version of him was a stranger to her, and that she did not know what to do with the stranger except feed him and sleep beside him and try, in the morning, not to flinch when his hand touched the small of her back.

By month seven she had stopped logging in to the apps for weeks at a time.

By month eight she had matched with a man named Daniel.



6.

The bookstore was on a corner two blocks from the museum, with a café in the back that sold coffee out of a machine that was older than most of the customers. Margot went there on her Tuesday lunches because the light was good and the people were quiet and nobody from the hospital had ever, in her experience, set foot in it.

She had been going there for almost five years. She had a routine. She bought a coffee at the back. She walked the central aisle of the fiction section with her hand running absently along the spines, the way she had walked through other people’s libraries since she was a child. She picked up books she had read and put them back. She picked up books she had not read and considered them. She bought, on average, one book a month from this store and let, on average, a hundred more pass through her hands. It was an intimacy she did not extend to other stores or other people, and the store, which she had walked into the first time on a Tuesday in May the year she had turned thirty-one, had become, over six years, the closest thing she had to a regular practice that did not involve a clinical license.

She was reading a book about the history of indigo dye in West African textiles, which she had bought on a whim three weeks earlier and which she carried with her now like a religion. She had been reading the same chapter for four days. The chapter was about the role of women in the dye pits in the Yoruba kingdoms in the seventeenth century, and the way that the work had been organized matrilineally, and the way that the chemical knowledge had been passed from mothers to daughters in songs whose melodies had outlasted the kingdoms that had produced them, and she had found that she could not get past page eighty-seven without putting the book down and sitting for a long time looking out the window. The chapter was making her think of her mother. The chapter was making her think of her sister. The chapter was making her think, in a way she had not let herself think about often, of the children she had not, in the end, had — the children the book made her think of in the small wet ache she had been raised by her mother to ignore.

A man asked her, on the third Tuesday, what she was reading.

She looked up. He was sitting at the small two-top across from hers, which she had not noticed had become occupied. He was in his early forties, with a face that had not been beautiful at any point in its life and that had organized itself, in middle age, into something that was nicer to look at than beautiful would have been. He had a soft mouth and a slightly receding hairline and the kind of eyes that suggested he had been listening to other people for a long time. He was wearing a sweater that had been washed too many times. The cuffs of the sweater were small soft frayed circles. There was a small spot of what looked like pen ink on the right one.

“Indigo,” she said. “The history of.”

“Indigo blue?”

“That’s the one.”

He nodded, with no apparent intention of pushing the conversation further, and went back to his own book, which she saw with some surprise was a paperback copy of Middlemarch in the kind of edition that had been printed in the late 1970s and that smelled, from across the table, faintly of basement.

She watched him for a moment. He had not looked back up. He had returned to his page. He had not, in the way that she had grown to recognize from years of being a woman who took her lunches alone in public places, been opening a door. He had asked the question of the woman across from him with the small ordinary curiosity that a person who liked books asked another person who liked books, and he had been satisfied with her answer, and he had gone back to his own reading. The book was open on his table beside an empty cup. The cup had a small ring of dried coffee at the bottom.

She would, in later years, identify this small thirty-second interval as the moment her life had changed. She would identify it not because anything had happened in those thirty seconds, but because nothing had. He had asked her a question and had not pursued it. He had not, in any of the ways that men in public places pursued women in public places, opened a door. The door had not opened, and she had been the one to walk through it.

“You’re reading Middlemarch at lunch,” she said.

“I’m rereading Middlemarch at lunch.”

“Why.”

He considered the question with the seriousness she had not, in retrospect, expected. “I read it the first time when I was nineteen and I thought it was about Dorothea. I’m reading it the second time now to find out if I was right.”

“Were you?”

“I’m on page two hundred and forty. I’ll let you know.”

She laughed. It surprised her. She had not, she realized, laughed at anything in three or four days, and the sound came out of her body with a small awkward freshness, as though she were a person who had recently come back from a long trip. The laugh was the laugh she had not laughed in years — the loud unselfconscious one, the hyena, the one Jen had said had gone — and it surprised her into embarrassment, as though her body had betrayed her in front of a stranger.

He looked at her then with a different attention than he had been looking at her with, and she felt, across the small distance between the two-tops, the moment when his face changed. It was not flirtation exactly. It was more like recognition. As though he had been looking past her at the window and had, in the interval of her laugh, refocused on her face and decided, in a quiet way that did not require any further effort from either of them, that she was interesting.

“I’m Daniel,” he said.

“Margot.”

“Are you a textile person, Margot, or is the indigo a one-off?”

“I’m a textile conservator. I work at the museum down the street.”

“You restore old things.”

“I keep old things from getting older.”

He smiled at this, the same slow smile. “That’s a beautiful job description.”

“It’s also a real one.”

They talked for forty minutes. He was a chemistry teacher at a public high school in the eastern part of the city. He had a daughter, eleven, who lived with him every other week. He had been divorced for three years. He read a great deal because he did not, on the whole, watch television, and because the apartment got quiet on the weeks when his daughter was with her mother. He had grown up in Ohio. He had not been to Europe. He had once, on a dare in college, eaten a habanero pepper whole, and he believed it had permanently rearranged his palate. He had a younger brother who lived in Seattle and who had two children whom Daniel saw twice a year and loved with the particular fierceness of an uncle who is not asked to do the daily work.

He told her about a unit he taught his juniors every fall on chemical bonds. He told her that the reason he loved teaching chemistry to sixteen-year-olds was that sixteen-year-olds had not yet decided that they were not the kind of people who liked chemistry, and that you could, in a forty-five-minute period in October, catch one of them at the exact moment of the deciding, and that the catching of one student a year at the exact moment of the deciding was, by his own honest accounting, the reason he had not yet quit teaching for a job at the small chemical company across town that would have paid him almost twice what the district paid him. He had told her this with the shrug of a man who had not, in advance, planned to be earnest with her, and she had listened with her chin in her hand.

He asked her almost nothing about herself.

She noticed this. It did not, at first, feel like avoidance. It felt like the rhythm of a man who had been raised to talk about himself when asked and to listen otherwise, and who was operating, in this conversation, on the assumption that she would tell him whatever she wanted to tell him. Halfway through the forty minutes she realized she had told him nothing — not her job in any specificity, not where she lived, not whether there was anyone at home, and certainly not the wedding ring on her left hand, which she had pulled her sleeve over at some point in the conversation without quite meaning to, and which she now sat with her hand cupped over, the way another woman might sit with her hand cupped over a cigarette.

She watched him talk. She watched the way his hands moved when he made a point — the way the right hand always came up first, the way the left followed half a beat behind, the way both hands came back down to the table at the end of a sentence in the final gesture of a man who had been teaching all morning. She watched the small soft mouth move around the words. She watched the way his eyes did not, anywhere in the forty minutes, do the flicker down to her chest or her mouth that the eyes of men on dates did, in her experience, do every two or three minutes. She watched him be a person with her at a small table in a bookstore café, and she registered, with a surprise that she would, in the years she did not yet know she had, remember in great detail, that she had not been with a person in this particular configuration in a very long time.

When the museum’s lunch hour was almost gone she stood up and said I have to go back, and he said, would it be all right if I asked you to do this again next Tuesday, and she stood for a second with her bag halfway over her shoulder and looked at him, and at the Middlemarch on the table between them, and at the kindness of his face, and she said yes, and then she said, because she had been raised to be honest and because in the last five months of her life she had been somewhat in revolt against everything she had been raised to be, “I should tell you I’m married.”

He did not react in any of the ways she had been afraid he would react. He did not flinch. He did not become careful. He did not become the version of a man who has just been told a thing he is supposed to act upon. He just nodded, the same slow nod, and said:

“Okay.”

“It’s a — it’s a complicated marriage.”

“Most of them are.”

“No,” she said, “I mean it’s complicated in a particular way. It’s. He and I have an arrangement.”

He looked at her for a long second. Then he closed his copy of Middlemarch and put his thumb in it at his page and said, very quietly, “Margot, I would like very much to have lunch with you next Tuesday whether your marriage is complicated or simple or anything in between. Is that all right?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

She walked back to the museum in the rain without an umbrella, and she did not realize until she was at her desk that she was smiling, and that she had been smiling for the entire four-block walk.

She sat at her desk for a long minute with her coat still on and her bag still over her shoulder. She did not pick up the tweezers. She did not turn on the small lamp. She sat at the desk in the gray afternoon light and put her hand over her mouth, and she registered, with the clarity of a woman who had spent five months not feeling very much, that her chest was doing a thing she did not, at first, recognize.

Her chest was doing the small lifted fluttering thing she had not felt since she was twenty-three.

She thought, with the small immediate horror of a woman who had just been given a piece of information she had not asked for: no.

She thought: Margot, no.

She thought: this is not a thing you do.

She took her coat off. She hung it on the hook by the door. She walked back to the long table where the tapestry was waiting. She sat down in front of it. She picked up the tweezers. She bent over the lower edge where the stag was running, and she found her next stitch, and she pulled it out.

She worked for three more hours. She did not think, in those three hours, about Daniel. She had decided, in the moment at the desk with her hand over her mouth, that she was not going to think about Daniel.

She had decided this in the way that a person decides not to think about a tooth that has just begun, in some specific way, to hurt.

That night she did not tell Rich. She had been telling Rich, in the early months of the open marriage, every thing — every glance, every text — because that had been the agreement. She had begun, in the last several weeks, to tell him less. She had not made a decision about this. It had simply happened, the way a faucet that has been dripping slowly stops, one morning, dripping, without anyone having tightened it.

She did not tell him about Daniel because Daniel had not yet, in any of the senses Rich cared about, happened. She did not tell him about Daniel because she wanted, for the first time in eight months, to have a thing that was hers.

She told herself it was the second reason.

It was the second reason.

The first reason was that she was afraid that if she said the name aloud, even once, even in the most casual possible context, she would not, after that, be able to stop saying it.

She got into bed beside her husband at eleven-fifteen. He was already mostly asleep. He turned, in the dim light of her reading lamp, and put his hand on her hip under the covers, in the small habitual gesture of a man who had been doing this for nine years and who did not, anymore, register the gesture as a gesture. She lay very still under his hand. She read for ten minutes. She turned out the light.

She lay in the dark with her husband’s hand on her hip, and she thought, very quietly, about a man who had asked her what she was reading and had not, in the forty minutes that had followed, asked her anything she did not want to answer, and her chest did the small lifted fluttering thing for the second time that day, and she put her hand over her sternum in the dark and held it there until the fluttering subsided, and she slept.

In the morning, in the bathroom, she stood at the mirror and looked at herself for a long minute.

She said, very quietly, to the woman in the mirror: no.

The woman in the mirror said, very quietly, back: yes.



7.

The fourth Tuesday they had lunch. The fifth Tuesday they had lunch. The sixth Tuesday they had lunch. The seventh Tuesday he asked her if she would have dinner with him instead, on a Thursday, and she said yes, and he chose a small Italian place on the east side of the river where the menu was on a chalkboard and the lights were dim enough that she did not, until the very end of the meal, have to look at her own hands.

In those four Tuesdays of lunch she had learned things about him at a rate she had not learned things about a person in many years. She had learned that he had a particular thumb-and-forefinger habit when he was thinking — a small light pinch of the corner of the napkin — that she had begun, after the second Tuesday, to watch for. She had learned that he had a quiet small laugh that did not register on his face but only in his shoulders, the kind of laugh that produced no sound but that you saw in his collarbone if you were looking. She had learned that he ate slowly. She had learned that he ordered the same sandwich every Tuesday — a small turkey-and-arugula on a sourdough that he had to ask the woman at the back counter to assemble specially, because it was not, formally, on the menu — and that he tipped fifteen percent on his eight-dollar lunch and then put another two dollars in the small ceramic jar by the register on his way out.

He had learned things about her. He had learned, by the third Tuesday, that she had been a textile conservator before she had been a doctor, and the way that she had become a doctor, and the way that she had not, in the years since, abandoned the textiles. He had learned, by the fourth Tuesday, that her mother was dead. He had learned that her father was also dead but had been dead in a more practical and less wrenching way, of a heart attack in a parking lot in his early sixties, and that she did not, in the accounting she kept, miss her father the way she missed her mother. He had learned that she had a sister named Jen who lived in a city that was not this one, and that the sister was three years older, and that the sister was, in Margot’s words, the only person on earth I would walk through a wall for without thinking about it. He had filed that. She had seen him file that.

He had not asked, in any of the four Tuesdays, about her husband. She had not, in any of the four Tuesdays, offered.

The seventh Tuesday — the one that became the Thursday — had been different. He had ordered his sandwich. She had ordered her bowl of soup. They had sat at the small two-top in the back. The rain had been doing the small constant thing it had been doing since October, which was to start and stop without ever really starting or really stopping. He had asked her, halfway through the lunch, whether she would have dinner with him on Thursday. He had asked it without changing the rhythm of the conversation. He had asked it with the attention of a man who had been thinking about asking it for two weeks and who had decided, in the privacy of his own apartment, that the third Tuesday would be too soon and that the seventh Tuesday would be the right Tuesday, and who was now asking it.

She had said yes before she had finished swallowing.

He had chosen the small Italian place. He had texted her the address. He had texted her, in an additional message twenty minutes later, I want you to know there is no expectation of anything from this dinner except dinner. I would like to keep eating with you. That is the entire ask. She had read this in the small physician’s room at the hospital between two patients, and she had stood in the small physician’s room with her phone in her hand and the gray window behind her, and she had thought, in the private way she was beginning to think about him: I know.

She had told Rich she had a continuing-education thing on Thursday night. Rich had said fine without looking up from his laptop. Rich had had a date himself on Thursday night, with a woman named Vanessa who lived above a coffee shop. Rich had not asked her any follow-up questions about her continuing-education thing. The not-asking, which had once been a feature of their arrangement that she had thought she wanted, had begun, in the last several months, to feel like a particular shape of absence.

On Thursday evening she dressed for dinner in the small dim bedroom with the door closed, with the care of a woman who had not, in nine years, dressed for a dinner with a man who was not her husband. She wore a navy dress she had owned for four years and had worn once. She wore the small gold earrings that her mother had left her. She wore her hair down. She stood in front of the long mirror in the bedroom and looked at herself for a long minute, and she did not, that minute, recognize the woman in the mirror, and she thought, very quietly: good.

The restaurant was small and warm and the lights were the precise dim amber that lit Italian restaurants in mid-century movies, and Daniel was already at the table when she came in. He stood up when he saw her. He had been wearing a dark wool jacket over a dark green sweater. He had shaved.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

He sat back down. She sat across from him. She did not, for the first thirty seconds, know what to do with her hands.

They talked for three hours. They drank a bottle and a half of a wine he had ordered and that she had not heard of. She told him about her mother, which she had not told a new person about in years, and about the way her mother had died — the long slow falling apart of it, the four hospitalizations in the last eighteen months, the night when Margot had been a second-year medical student and had driven six hours through a snowstorm to get to the hospital where her mother was already, when she arrived, dead — and Daniel had listened to all of it with his hands folded in front of him on the table and his eyes on her face and had not, when she finished, said any of the things people generally said.

He had said, “Tell me what she was like before.”

She had cried then, very quietly, into her napkin. He had not moved. He had not reached across the table. He had simply waited, with the unhurried patience of a man who was not afraid of her crying, until she could speak again, and then she had told him about her mother in the years when her mother had still been her mother — the way her mother had cut her hair, the way her mother had laughed at her own jokes, the way her mother had once, when Margot was nine, woken her up in the middle of the night to come outside and look at a meteor shower that she had read about in the newspaper and forgotten until eleven p.m. — and he had listened to all of it and at the end he had said, “She sounds like she was very alive.”

“She was.”

“I’m glad you had her.”

“I’m glad I had her too.”

He walked her to her car. They did not touch. At the car she turned to him and put her hand flat against the lapel of his coat, which was an old wool coat that smelled like cedar, and she said, “I’d like to invite you back to my apartment but I don’t have an apartment, I have a house I share with my husband.”

“I have an apartment.”

“Yes.”

“Margot. You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

“I would like very much to keep doing this with you for as long as you’ll let me. Lunches. Dinners. Middlemarch. That is enough. I want you to know that is enough.”

She had not understood, until he said it, how much she had needed to be told that.

She kissed him. It was a small kiss, on the corner of his mouth, and it lasted perhaps four seconds, and when she pulled back his eyes were closed and his hand had come up to rest on her wrist where her hand was still flat against his coat. They stood like that for another moment. Then she got into her car. He waited until she had pulled out of the parking space and was at the exit, and then he raised one hand at her, and she raised one hand back, and she drove home through the rain and let herself into the dark front hall and stood for a moment listening to Rich snoring upstairs, and she went into the kitchen and drank a glass of water at the sink without turning on the light.

She slept with Daniel for the first time two weeks later.

In those two weeks she had texted him almost every day. The texts had been exchanges that had not, in any visible way, escalated. He had not pushed. He had not, in any of the texts, said anything that could have been read as pressure. He had sent her, twice, photographs of his book — the Middlemarch, open to a particular page he had wanted her to see — with notes in the body of the text underneath. She had sent him, once, a photograph of the tapestry on her table, with a note that said meet the stag. He had replied with a small line that said hello stag. tell margot I want her to be kind to herself. She had read this in bed beside her husband at eleven at night, and she had not slept for an hour afterward.

It was a Saturday afternoon. She had told Rich she had a workshop at the museum. Rich had told her, with the small grace he had developed at not asking follow-up questions about these things, that he hoped it would be a good one. He had gone out for a run. She had driven across the river to Daniel’s apartment in the rain.

His building was a brick four-story walk-up with a coffee shop on the ground floor. His apartment was on the second floor, in the back. The light was gray and good. There was a row of books along the long wall of the living room that she had spent ten minutes looking at, with her coat still on, while he put on a kettle in the kitchen, and there was a small framed drawing on the windowsill that turned out, when she asked, to have been done by his daughter when she was seven.

He brought her tea in a mug that had a chip on the rim.

He sat down beside her on the couch. He did not crowd her. He waited. She set down the tea and turned toward him and put her hand on the back of his neck, and his hand came up to her face and stayed there, and they kissed for a long time on the couch, with the rain on the window and the second mug of tea cooling on the coffee table, and somewhere in the back of her chest a thing she had not felt in five years began, very slowly, to unclench.

He kissed her the way she had wanted, without knowing she had wanted, to be kissed for a long time. He kissed her slowly. He kissed her with his whole mouth and not just his lips. He kissed her without doing the small thing with the tongue that men did at the beginning of a kiss to mark their territory. He kissed her as though the kiss itself were the destination and not the announcement of one, and she found herself, after a minute, with her hand wrapped in the back of his hair and her face tilted up to his and her body moving forward on the couch toward him in a way she had not, in her body, moved toward a man in years.

He pulled back. He looked at her. His eyes were dark and very steady. He said, very quietly:

“Margot. Are you sure.”

“Yes.”

“I want you to be sure.”

“I am sure.”

“Tell me what you want.”

She had not been asked this in possibly her entire life. She had been asked it, in clinical settings, by patients she was about to do something to, and she had been asked it in the small ordinary way of partners checking in at the start of an encounter, but she had not been asked it with the full weight of her attention required and the small dark steady eyes of a man waiting for her actual answer. She sat on the couch with her hand in his hair and his face six inches from hers, and she thought about it.

She said, “I want you to take me to your bed.”

He stood up. He held out his hand. She took it.

He took her to his bedroom and undressed her standing up, in the gray afternoon light, button by button, looking at her face and not her body. He undid each button with the attention of a man doing a thing he had been wanting to do and had decided not to rush. When the shirt was open he slid it off her shoulders and let it fall, and he looked at her — not at her body, at her face, with the attention he had been bringing to her face for two months — and he said, very quietly, Margot. Just her name. She had not known a man could say her name like that.

She lifted her arms over her head. He pulled her undershirt up and off and let it drop. She stood in front of him in her bra in the gray light and watched him watch her, and he raised his hand and touched the side of her face with two fingers, and he said, you are very beautiful, and she said, I am not, and he said, you are, with the small definite calm of a man who was not asking permission to believe what he believed about her, and she felt, in the small dim apartment with the gray light and the rain on the window, the shift inside her chest of a wall she had not known was there going down.

He turned her around and undid her bra with one hand and let it fall, and bent and kissed the back of her neck once, very softly, and turned her again to face him. His hands came up to her breasts — slowly, with the attention he had been bringing to everything — and his thumbs brushed across her nipples once, and she made a small sound she had not expected to make, and he stopped, and looked at her face, and she said, don’t stop, and he did not.

He undid her jeans and knelt to slide them off, and she stepped out of them with her hand on the top of his head for balance, and when he stood up he asked, with his hand at the elastic of her underwear, can I take this off you, and she nodded, and he knelt again, and then she was naked in front of him in the gray light, and she did not, for the first time in years, feel embarrassed by being naked in front of a man.

She helped him undress. She pulled his sweater up over his head. She kissed his chest as it came into view, the small soft skin under the collarbone, the small dark hair at the center of his sternum. She undid his belt. He kicked off his pants. He pulled her against him with his hands on the small of her back, and they stood for a long second in the middle of the bedroom with her face pressed against his chest and his arms around her, and the rain went on, and she listened to his heart through his ribs, and it was, by some count she did not realize she had been keeping, the slowest most steady heart she had ever stood inside the rhythm of.

He laid her down on the bed and came down over her and did not rush. He kissed her on the mouth for a long time, and on the throat, and on the small place above her collarbone that no one had ever, in all her years of being kissed by men, kissed before. He moved down her body with his mouth and his hands and the attention of a man reading a book he had been waiting his whole life to read. He took one nipple in his mouth, slowly, his hand on the other, and she arched against the bed with a sound, and he stayed there. He stayed a long time. He did not rush.

When he moved down further she lifted her hands above her head and pressed her palms flat against the wall behind the headboard, because she had to put her hands somewhere, and she watched the top of his head between her thighs in the gray light, and when his mouth was on her she made a sound she had not made in possibly fifteen years. He went slowly. He listened to her breathing. He brought her, with the attention he had brought to everything, very slowly to the edge, and held her there, and then he moved his tongue in a way she had not previously known a tongue could move and she came against his mouth with her hand in his hair and her hips lifting off the bed and a small sob in her throat that she had not, in advance, been expecting.

He stayed with her. He did not move. He stayed with her until she had finished, and then he kissed the inside of her thigh, slowly, and the small soft place under her hipbone, and her stomach, and her ribs, and the small soft place under her breast, and then he was back at her mouth, and she was breathing very hard against his face and her body was shaking very slightly underneath him, and he said, very quietly:

“Margot. Are you all right.”

She nodded. She could not speak.

He kissed her on the forehead. He kissed her on each eyelid. He kissed her on the mouth.

He asked her, before he was inside her, if she was sure. She said yes. He asked her, twice more in the next hour, if she was all right, and the second time she had laughed, and put her hand against his face, and said, Daniel, you don’t have to keep asking, and he had said, I’d rather ask than assume, and she had thought, with a small clear interior shock, oh.

Oh.

She had not understood, until that afternoon, that for nine years she had been having sex with a man who never asked her anything.

She had not understood that the absence of the question had been a thing she had felt for years and had not had the language for.

When he came into her it was slow and careful and unhurried, and he kept his eyes on her eyes, and he stayed inside her for a long minute without moving, and she felt, with the clarity that arrived sometimes when something irreversible was happening to her body, that she had been wrong about what sex was. She had thought, for nine years and possibly fourteen, that sex was a thing you arrived at and then performed. She had not understood that it could be a thing you were inside of, and that the inside of it was warm and slow and patient and required, of both people, the small unguarded attention of being seen.

He moved against her slowly. He stayed slow. He let her body adjust. He let his own body adjust. After a long time he began to move a little faster, and her hands went up to the small soft hair at the nape of his neck and she pulled him down so that his face was against her face and his mouth was at her ear, and he said her name, very quietly, against her ear, and then he said it again, and she came around him in a long slow wave that she had not, in fifteen years, come in, and her body went very still underneath him and she made a small soft sound she had not heard herself make before, and he finished with his face buried in the small soft place between her shoulder and her neck, and his whole body shook, very slightly, against hers, and then he was very still.

He stayed inside her. He did not, for a long time, move.

When he did move he moved off her carefully and turned them both onto their sides, and he pulled her against his chest, and he kept his arm around her, and he did not say anything for a long time, and neither did she.

She lay afterward with her cheek against Daniel’s chest and his arm around her shoulders, and he was not talking, and she was not talking, and the rain was steady against the window, and she thought: I have made a mistake. I have made the mistake of finding this.

She thought: I do not know what I am going to do with this.

She thought, with the small precise clarity of a woman who had been a doctor long enough to recognize a diagnosis: I am going to be in trouble.

She lay against him for a long time. The rain on the window did not stop. He stroked her hair, slowly, with the attention of a man whose mind was, like hers, full of something he was not yet ready to put into language. She listened to his heart through his ribs. She listened to her own.

She turned her face up to his. She kissed him, very softly, on the underside of his jaw. She said, very quietly, Daniel.

“Yes.”

“I don’t know what to do with this.”

“I know.”

“I’m not — I’m not telling you to do anything. I’m telling you that I don’t know what to do.”

“I know what you’re telling me. I’m not asking you to know.”

She put her face back against his chest. She did not say anything for a long minute.

She said, can I stay for a little while.

“Stay as long as you want.”

She stayed for two more hours.

She drove home at six. Rich was in the kitchen making pasta. He kissed her on the top of the head as she came in and asked her how the workshop had been, and she said it had been good, and he said I’m glad, and he poured her a glass of wine and she stood at the counter and drank it and watched him stir the sauce, and she felt, looking at the back of her husband’s head, the precise outline of the second life that had begun, that afternoon, to grow inside her like a quiet tumor.

She loved him. She loved her husband. She had loved him for nine years and she still loved him in the bruised and tired way that a person loves the house they have lived in for too long. And she had, that afternoon, made love with a man who had asked her three times if she was all right, and her body, traitor that it was, had already begun the slow process of preferring the second life to the first.

She did not know yet that she was going to die for this.

She had four months left.



8.

In the eight weeks between the first Saturday and the last Saturday she would see him before the dinner with the risotto, she went to Daniel’s apartment fourteen times.

She went on Tuesdays when she could plausibly extend her museum hours, and on Saturday afternoons when she could plausibly attend a workshop, and once on a Sunday afternoon when Rich had been called in to cover a colleague’s service and she had had four uninterrupted hours that she had not, in the small disciplined accounting she had begun to keep, intended to spend the way she had spent them.

She had thought, in the first three weeks, that she could control it. She had thought, with the pragmatism she had been raised by her sister to apply to her own behavior, that she would go to his apartment twice a month, that the visits would be an allotment, that she would receive from each visit a measured amount of the thing she had not known until that first Saturday she had been missing, and that the measured amount would be enough to sustain the rest of her life.

It had not been enough.

It had not been enough by the second Tuesday after the first Saturday, when she had texted him at four in the afternoon and had been at his door by five. He had opened the door in his old gray cardigan and his reading glasses pushed up on top of his head, and she had walked in past him and dropped her bag in the front hall and turned and looked at him and said, without any preamble, I have an hour, and he had taken her face in both his hands and kissed her on the mouth in the front hall with the door still half-open behind her, and the kiss had been different from the kisses on the first Saturday. The kisses on the first Saturday had been slow and careful and patient. The kiss in the front hall on the second Tuesday was a kiss with the door still open and a kiss with a clock running.

He had taken her against the wall of the front hall. He had closed the door with his foot. He had had her up against the section of plaster between the door and the coat hooks, her skirt pushed to her hips and her legs wrapped around his waist, and she had been so wet by the time his hand moved inside her underwear that he had made a sound against her ear, and she had laughed against his face — the laugh of a woman who had not, in years, been on the receiving end of that sound.

She had not, on the first Saturday, told him what she wanted. She had not, on the first Saturday, known what she wanted in any specific language. On the second Tuesday, in the small hour she had been allotted by her own pretense, she discovered that she did know. She said, in his ear with her face against the side of his head and his hand inside her, Daniel, please. She said please three times. She said please, just — please. He had said, against her mouth, tell me, and she had said I want you inside me, and he had laughed, a small wondering laugh that she had felt against her chest as much as heard, and he had said yes, and the yes had been the sound of a man who had been waiting for her to ask.

He had taken her there, against the wall. The front hall had a small mirror at one end and a console table at the other, and the mirror had reflected, when she looked at it once over his shoulder, a version of herself she had not seen in fifteen years — a woman with her hair coming down and her face flushed and her mouth open against a stranger’s neck — and the woman in the mirror had looked at her, and she had looked at the woman in the mirror, and she had not, for the small second they held each other’s eyes, been able to tell which of them was the version she was now going to have to be.

She had finished against the wall with her face pressed into the side of his throat and his hand under her thigh and her body going completely still around him, and he had come a moment later with his face against her hair, and they had stood like that for a long minute in the front hall, with her legs still wrapped around his waist and her skirt still pushed up around her hips, and she had thought, with the interior horror of a woman who had just understood the shape of what she had walked into, I am in love with him.

She had not said it. She would not say it for another four weeks.

She had thought it, in the front hall, and she had filed it.

The fourth time she went to his apartment was a Tuesday afternoon in late January. The rain was coming down hard. She had stopped on the way and bought, on an impulse she had not in advance examined, a small bottle of red wine, because the act of arriving at his door empty-handed had begun, in the accounting she kept, to embarrass her. He had been amused by the wine. He had opened it. They had not drunk it.

What they had done instead, that afternoon, was a thing they had not yet done. They had gone to the bedroom. They had undressed each other. They had lain down on the bed together with the gray light coming in through the window and the rain on the glass, and he had asked her, with the steady attention he had brought to every encounter, what she had been wanting that she had not yet asked for.

She had laughed. She had buried her face in his shoulder. She had said, Daniel.

“Yes.”

“I’m thirty-six years old.”

“I know.”

“I do not have answers to that kind of question.”

“You do. I think you do.”

He had waited. He had not pressed. He had run his hand up and down her back in the small slow patient way he ran his hand up and down her back when he was waiting for her to come back to a thing she had walked away from. She had lain against him for a long minute with her face in his shoulder, and she had thought.

She had said, very quietly, against his shoulder, I want — I want you to take your time.

“I always take my time.”

“I know. I know you do. I mean I want you to take more time. I mean I want you to not — I mean —”

She had broken off. She had been embarrassed. She had not known, in language, how to ask for what she wanted.

He had turned her face up to his with his hand under her chin. He had looked at her very steadily.

He had said, say it.

She had said, I want you to be very slow with me. I want you to spend an entire afternoon with me. I want you to — I want you to make me wait for it.

He had not, when she said it, smiled. He had nodded, slowly, with the attention of a man who had been given an assignment by a woman he had been waiting to be given an assignment by.

He had said, all right.

He had spent the next three hours doing exactly what she had asked. He had undressed her slowly. He had kissed her on every part of her body she had a name for and several she did not. He had taken his time with her breasts in a way no man ever had, until she was arching against the bed with her hands above her head and a low constant sound coming out of her that she had not heard her own body produce in twenty years. He had moved down, spread her thighs gently with his hands, and kissed her there with the care she had asked him for, and he had brought her, several times in the next forty minutes, to the very edge and stopped, and held her there, and let her body come back, and started again. By the third time she thought she was going to die. She said, with her hand in his hair and her hips moving in circles against his mouth, Daniel, please. He said, against her, you asked for slow. She laughed — the frantic laugh of a woman who has had her own request used against her — and said, I am rescinding the request, please, Daniel, please.

He had finished her with his mouth on the place where she had been asking, slowly and steadily and with the small focused attention he had been bringing to all of it, and she had come so hard that the sound she made had been a sound she did not recognize as her own, and her hand had come down hard on his shoulder, and her body had shaken under his mouth for the better part of a minute, and when he had moved up over her and kissed her on the mouth, with her own wetness on his mouth, she had pulled him down against her and held him there for a long time without speaking, and her face had been wet, and she had not, before that afternoon, known that her face could be wet from coming.

He had not, in the next hour, asked her what she wanted. He had not needed to. He had taken her, after she had come back from the place she had gone, in the slow patient way he had taken her on the first Saturday, but with the additional knowledge of what her body did when it was being attended to, and she had come around him again very slowly, and they had lain afterward with her cheek against his chest and his hand in her hair, and she had said, very quietly, Daniel.

“Yes.”

“I have never been like that in my life.”

“I know.”

“How do you know.”

“Because I have been there for the becoming. I have watched it become.”

She had cried, then, a silent cry that had soaked the small section of his chest under her cheek, and he had not, in the next several minutes, said anything, and she had cried until she was done, and then she had sat up and wiped her face on the back of her wrist and laughed, and he had laughed back, and she had said I have to go, and he had said I know, and she had dressed, and she had kissed him at the door, and she had driven home in the rain.

She had cried again in the car. She had cried at three different stoplights. She had not been able, at any of the three stoplights, to identify exactly what she was crying for. She had thought, by the third stoplight, that she was perhaps crying for fifteen years of having forgotten what her body was for.

She had stopped, on the way home, at a coffee shop near the bridge that she had never been in before. She had ordered a small black coffee. She had sat in the back at a small two-top and had drunk the coffee slowly and had stared at the wall, and she had thought, with the interior calm of a woman who had spent the afternoon being repaired:

I am going to leave him.

She had not, in advance, decided this. She had not, in advance, allowed herself to think it in those words. She had thought, in the previous weeks, about changes, and about the future, and about I do not know what I am going to do, but she had not, in language, said leave.

She said it, in language, in the small coffee shop near the bridge. She did not say it out loud. She said it to herself. She said it with the definite calm of a woman who had been a doctor long enough to know what a diagnosis sounded like, and she did not, in the next forty minutes she sat at the small two-top, change her mind.

She thought: I am going to leave him.

She thought: I do not know how.

She thought: I do not know when.

She thought: but I am.

She finished her coffee. She drove home.

Rich was at the kitchen counter making a salad. He looked up when she came in. He smiled. He said, long workshop.

“Yeah.”

“How was it.”

“It was good.”

He looked at her for a beat. She felt, in the beat, his eyes do the thing they did when he was registering something he had not, in advance, expected to register. She kept her face very still. She kept her bag over her shoulder. She walked past him and put the bag in the front hall closet. She came back into the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of water from the tap.

“You look — you look good, Margot.”

“Thank you.”

“Have a good day?”

“Yes.”

She drank the water. She watched him slice a cucumber. She did not, in the next forty minutes, look him in the face if she could avoid it. She did not, that night, sleep with him. She did not, that night, sleep with him for the third Tuesday in a row, and she did not, that night, register that she had not, and Rich registered it, and he filed it, the way he had been filing things.

Daniel’s daughter was named Hazel. She was eleven. She was on a week with him in the middle of January, the week between Margot’s eleventh visit and her twelfth, and Hazel had come home from school on Wednesday with the flat exhausted face of an eleven-year-old who had been navigating the political weather of a sixth-grade lunch table all day and had now arrived at the place where she was permitted to stop.

He had made pasta. He had made the simple pasta — butter, parmesan, salt, pepper, the egg yolk on top if she felt like it, no egg yolk if she did not. She had said no egg yolk. She had eaten three bowls. She had told him, between the second and the third bowl, that a girl in her grade named Riley had decided that morning that she was no longer friends with another girl named Olivia, and that the entire sixth-grade lunch table had been required to choose, and that Hazel had chosen Olivia, and that this had been the correct choice but not the popular one.

He had asked her if she was okay with the choice.

She had said yes.

He had asked her if she would like him to be on her side.

She had said Dad, you’re always on my side.

She had said it without looking up from her bowl, in the flat practical voice of an eleven-year-old who had been raised by a father who had been on her side for eleven years and who had not, in any of the eleven years, given her a reason to doubt it.

He had not, in the moment, been able to say anything in response.

He had cleared the bowls. He had washed the pot. She had gone to her room to do her math homework. He had gone in at eight to check on her and had found her asleep at the desk with her cheek on the open notebook and her hair across her face, and he had picked her up — she had been getting too heavy for this, in the previous year, the way that all eleven-year-olds got too heavy for it, but he had still been able — and had carried her to her bed and had pulled the covers up and had kissed her forehead, and she had not woken up.

He had stood at the door of her room for a minute looking at her.

He had thought about nothing.

He had gone into the living room. He had picked up the Middlemarch. He had read for an hour. He had not, in the hour, registered a single sentence of what he had read.

At ten he had put the book down. He had gone to bed.

In the morning Hazel had eaten cereal at the counter and had gotten dressed and had hugged him at the door and had gone to school, and he had gone to work, and the week had gone on, and the following Saturday Margot had come to the apartment and had said his name in the front hall and had put her arms around him, and the Wednesday with the pasta and the math notebook and the sleeping eleven-year-old had not, in the weather of that Saturday, come up.

It had stayed where it was.

It was still where it was.

The other ten visits to Daniel’s apartment had had their own particular weather. Some had been like the first — slow, careful, asked-for. Some had been like the second Tuesday in the front hall — hungry, fast, with one of them up against a wall or a counter or the small dresser in the bedroom. One Saturday afternoon in early February they had not made it to the bed at all; she had pushed him down on the couch with the gray light coming through the window, and she had undressed in front of him standing up, and climbed onto his lap with her hands in his hair, and ridden him slowly for the better part of an hour, her own hands on her own breasts, her eyes closed, her head thrown back, while he watched her with the attention he brought to everything, and at the end she had come down over him and kissed him on the mouth and said, in the small soft voice she had begun to use with him, you are mine, and he had said, in the small soft voice he used back, yes.

She had said it. She had heard herself say it. She had not, in advance, planned to say it.

On the ninth visit she had asked him for a thing she had never asked anyone for.

They had been in his bed in the early dark of a February evening, and she had taken his hand and put it around both her wrists, above her head, and said, hold me here. He had gone still. He had looked at her for a long second with the steadiness he brought to everything, and he had said, are you sure, and she had said yes, and he had said, if you want your hands back you say so and you have them, and she had said, I know, and he had closed his hand.

He had held her wrists against the pillow, gently and completely, while his mouth moved down her body, and she had pulled once against his grip just to feel that it held, and it held, and something in her chest that had been standing guard for nine years sat down. She had spent a marriage being managed without her consent. She had not understood, until a chemistry teacher held her wrists in one hand in a small dim bedroom, that surrender could be a thing you chose, and that choosing it could feel like this — like being held still long enough to actually be found. When she came, his hand was still around her wrists and his name was in her mouth, and afterward he opened his fingers one at a time and kissed the inside of each wrist where his grip had been, and she cried a little, and laughed at herself for crying, and he did not ask her why. He knew why.

The eleventh visit had been the night she had told him about her marriage.

She had not been planning to tell him. She had been at his apartment on a Wednesday evening, which had been a difficult Wednesday evening to arrange and which had required her to lie to Rich about a colleague’s birthday drinks, and she had been at his apartment for two hours and they had eaten the small dinner he had made for her of pasta with butter and parmesan and a single egg yolk per bowl, and she had been sitting at his small kitchen table with her second glass of wine and the rain on the window behind him, and she had begun to talk.

She had told him about Rich. She had told him about the open marriage. She had told him about the night, four months in, that she had stood at a wine bar with an urology fellow and had felt herself dying inside her own skin, and about the night, six months in, with the architect Eric whose ceiling had had a water stain. She had told him about Sarah, the graphic designer, and about the way she had given Sarah to Rich as an entertainment and had not, in the interior register, ever forgiven herself for it.

He had listened. He had not interrupted. He had eaten his pasta slowly. He had nodded at the parts that required nodding and had said nothing at the parts that required nothing.

When she had finished, he had said, “Margot.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

“That’s all.”

“That’s all.”

“You’re not going to ask me anything.”

“What would I ask you that you don’t already know.”

She had cried, then. She had not been planning to cry. She had cried into the small empty bowl in front of her, into the small ring of butter and parmesan at the bottom, and he had stood up from his chair and come around the table and knelt beside her chair and put both his arms around her, and she had turned in the chair and put her face in his shoulder and cried, and he had let her, and after a long time she had stopped, and she had said, against his shoulder, in the smallest voice she had used with him:

“Daniel.”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to leave him.”

A small silence.

“Okay.”

“I don’t know when. I don’t know how. I don’t have a plan.”

“Okay.”

“I am telling you because I want you to know that this is — that what we are doing is — that this is not — I am not asking you to wait. I am telling you that I am — I am going to leave him.”

“I know.”

“How do you know.”

“I have been with you for two months. I know.”

“And — and this — does this — does this change anything for you.”

He had pulled back. He had taken her face in both his hands. He had looked at her very steadily.

He had said, Margot. I am not going anywhere.

She had cried for another minute against his shoulder. Then she had stopped. She had washed her face in the small bathroom off his bedroom. She had stayed for another hour. She had gone home.

In the car on the way home she had registered, with the interior calm she had begun to register most things in those weeks, that she had told a man she barely knew that she was going to leave her husband, and that the man had not said anything she would, later, want to take back, and that the not-saying had been the response she had needed.

She had thought, on the bridge, in the rain: I am going to need a lawyer.

She had thought: I am going to need to find an apartment.

She had thought: I am going to have to figure out what to do with the house.

She had not, in advance, considered any of these things. She had not, anywhere in her body, felt afraid of them.

She had thought, on the long curving driveway up to the dark cedar house in the west hills, with her husband presumably in the kitchen making dinner: I am going to do this.

She had walked into the kitchen. Rich had been at the counter. He had looked up. He had smiled.

He had said, how was your colleague’s birthday.

She had said, it was good.

She had set down her bag. She had poured herself a glass of wine. She had stood at the counter and watched her husband chop an onion, and she had felt, in the place under her sternum, the steady weight of the decision she had made, and she had not, in the next two hours of the evening, said anything.

On the Tuesday after the night she had told Daniel in language that she was going to leave Rich, she sat at her desk in the museum lab and picked up her phone and dialed Jen.

Jen answered on the second ring.

“Mar.”

“Hey.”

“You at work.”

“Museum.”

“Everything okay.”

She had been going to tell her. She had been going to tell her on the drive over. She had been going to tell her at the desk before she had even put her bag down. She had a script she had been writing in her head for two days, which began with the phrase I have been seeing someone and ended with the phrase I am going to need to talk to a lawyer and which she had been rehearsing in the car and in the museum lobby and in the elevator up to the lab.

She did not say any of it.

She watched herself not say it.

She said, “Yeah. I’m okay.”

There was a pause on the other end.

“You don’t sound okay.”

“I’m fine. I just wanted to say hi.”

“Mar.”

“Yeah.”

“You sure.”

She looked at the tapestry on her table. The stag was still running.

She said, “I’m sure.”

They talked for another fifteen minutes about nothing — a coworker of Jen’s, a book Jen was reading, the weather six hundred miles to the east. She laughed twice. She had been good, in nine years of marriage, at laughing on the phone with her sister. She hung up. She put the phone face-down on the desk.

She sat for a long time without moving.

She knew what she had just done. She knew it in the lab with the cold gray light and the seventeenth century waiting and the stag still running, and she knew that the not-telling had not been an accident, and she knew that she had had the opportunity and the words and the ten free minutes and the sister on the other end and the narrow open door of the moment, and that she had watched the door for the full ten minutes and had, by her own decision, not walked through it.

She picked the tweezers up.

She bent over the tapestry.

She found her next stitch.

She pulled it out.

She had time. She had told herself she had time.

She did not know how little time was left.
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Rich noticed the glow before he noticed anything else.

It was not, at first, anything he could have named. It was that on a Tuesday morning in November she sang in the shower. She had not sung in the shower in years. She had used to sing in the shower constantly, in their first apartment, half-remembered songs from her mother’s old records, and at some point in their middle thirties the singing had simply stopped, and he had not noticed the stopping until, on this Tuesday in November, he heard a small lifted line of something from behind the bathroom door — a melody he did not recognize, in a key she was not quite hitting — and he had stood in the hallway with his tie in his hand and listened.

She came out of the bathroom in a towel with her hair wet and a face that she did not, when she saw him standing there, quite manage to put away in time.

“You’re singing,” he said.

“Am I.”

“You used to sing.”

“Did I.”

She brushed past him and went into the bedroom, and he stood in the hallway for another moment with the tie in his hand, listening to the small everyday sounds of his wife getting dressed for a museum day — the closet door, the drawer of the dresser, the soft sound of her sliding into a sweater she had pulled over her head — and he felt, in his chest, the first small cold turn of something he would, in the months to come, learn to recognize.

He had felt this turn three times before in his life. The first had been at nineteen, when his college girlfriend had told him she had been sleeping with his roommate for the better part of a semester and that the sleeping had been, in her words, better. The second had been at thirty-one, when a woman he had been seeing in residency had told him, in a small French restaurant on the day they had been planning to celebrate their first anniversary, that she had decided to get back together with her ex-husband. The third had been at thirty-six, the year after he and Margot had married, when his mother had called him on a Saturday morning to tell him that she had been diagnosed with the cancer that would, in the end, not kill her but that, in the moment of the call, had registered to him with the same small cold turn of all three previous moments — a drop in the chest, a tightening at the base of the throat, the sense that the world had been arranged in a way he had not, in advance, approved.

He had felt the turn for the fourth time, on the Tuesday in November, standing in the hallway with his tie in his hand, listening to his wife dress in the next room.

He noticed, after that, everything.

He noticed that her phone, which had previously sat face-up on the kitchen counter while she made coffee, was now face-down. He noticed that she had moved the charger from her bedside table to the small writing desk by the window, which meant that she charged the phone at night six feet farther from him than she used to. He noticed that on Tuesdays she came home from the museum with a color in her face that she did not have on other days. He noticed that she had stopped, somewhere in the last month, telling him about her dates. He noticed that she had been on what she described as a workshop on the second Saturday of November and that the workshop, when he had asked about it casually that evening, had not seemed to have a name or a roster or a thing she had specifically learned.

He noticed, on a Sunday in late November, that she laughed at her phone for forty seconds with her back to him in the kitchen, and that when she turned around the laugh was still on her face, and that the face she made when she saw him watching her was the face of a person remembering, with a regret, where she was.

He did not say anything. He had decided, in the early months of the open marriage, that he would not be the kind of husband who policed. He had built the architecture of his liberty on the explicit foundation of hers. He could not, having proposed the arrangement and having lived inside it as exuberantly as he had, turn around now and ask his wife who she was texting. That was not the kind of man he was. He had told himself, in the cold late hours of his early forties, that he was a different kind of man.

But he watched.

He watched in the way that a hospitalist watches a patient on a telemetry monitor — without seeming to, while doing other things, with one eye permanently sidelong on the rhythm. He noted the data. He stored it. He let it accumulate without yet doing anything with it.

He had a particular method for the watching. The method had developed, over twenty years, in the accounting he kept of every woman he had ever been with. He had begun the method as a teenager, with his first girlfriend, when he had realized — at sixteen, in the room of his own attention — that women told you a great deal about what they wanted by the placement of their bodies. He had begun to read placement. He had begun to read posture. He had begun to read, by his middle twenties, the calibrations of a woman’s voice when she was lying about something small and unimportant, the way the timbre dropped half an octave, the way the breath came in a quarter-second too soon. He had built a theory of women that had served him well, and that had been the basis of his successes in the apps for fourteen months, and that had been the basis of his marriage for ten years, and that had been the basis of his understanding of his mother and his sisters for as long as he could remember.

He had not, in the theory, accounted for the possibility that his own wife could one day apply the theory back to him.

She had begun, in the last several weeks, to do this.

She had not done it consciously. She had not, in any sense she would have admitted to herself, set out to deceive him. She had only — in the way that women learn to dress for the men they are no longer dressing for, in the way that bodies learn to lie to other bodies — begun to apply, against her husband, the architecture of a woman who was in love with somebody else.

He read it.

He read it the way another man might read a chart.

He read the way her hand went up to her own throat when she was thinking. He read the way her shoulder turned a quarter-inch away from him when he came into the kitchen at the same time she was at the counter. He read the way her face arranged itself for him in the morning, in the care of arrangement that he had not, in their first eight years of marriage, seen her use. He read the way she looked at him at dinner, with the patient attention of a woman who was waiting for the dinner to end. He read all of this and he did not, in language, articulate what he was reading. He only noted it. He filed it.

What he was waiting for, although he did not let himself see this either, was a number to cross a threshold. He did not know what the threshold was. He did not know what would happen when she crossed it.

By December he had begun to swipe more. He told himself this was unrelated. He had told himself many things in his life that turned out, in retrospect, to be related to other things he had not let himself look at. He met a woman from one of the apps named Lara, who worked in commercial photography and who lived in a loft above a sushi restaurant on the south side, and he spent four nights with her in three weeks and he did not, after the third night, particularly enjoy any of them. Lara had been beautiful in the precise hard way that women in commercial photography were beautiful, and she had had a particular set of preferences in bed that had once, in the accounting he kept of these things, registered to him as interesting, and that now registered to him as a kind of homework. He went through with the homework. He did it well. He left her loft after the fourth night at two in the morning and stood on the small wet sidewalk outside her building for almost a full minute looking up at the lit window of her apartment, and he had thought, with the clarity of a man who had not been expecting to think it: I do not want to do this anymore.

He had pushed the thought away.

He met a couple — a husband and wife, late thirties, both attorneys — and went to bed with both of them in a hotel near the airport on a Friday night in December and came home Saturday morning with the particular kind of hollowness that he had previously associated with food poisoning. He had performed for the couple. He had performed extremely well. The wife had been articulate and bright and had asked, very specifically, for the things she wanted, and the husband had been quiet and observant in a way that had reminded Rich, dimly, of a particular kind of pathologist he had trained with at a residency rotation many years ago. Rich had given them what they had asked for. He had been generous. He had been, in his own estimation, almost virtuosic. And he had driven home in the gray Saturday morning rain with the small hollow feeling in the center of his chest, and he had sat in the driveway for a long minute before going into his own house, and he had not been able to identify, even in the privacy of his own attention, what the hollow feeling was.

He did not stop. He swiped on the elevator going up to his office. He swiped at red lights. He swiped on the toilet. He swiped in bed with Margot next to him reading.

On the night of the winter solstice, lying awake at three a.m. with his wife asleep beside him, he opened the calculator app on his phone and worked out the number.

In the fourteen months since they had opened the marriage, he had been with — by his honest count — fifty-three women, six couples, and the husband at the airport hotel. He had been on dates with perhaps a hundred and fifty more that had not resulted in physical contact for various reasons of geography, scheduling, and mutual disinterest.

Margot, by what he believed to be his accurate count, had been with five people.

The disparity did not bother him. It was a feature of the asymmetry he had built. What bothered him was that the most recent of her five people had been four and a half months ago, by his record, and that since then she had been singing in the shower and turning her phone face-down and laughing at her screen with her back to him, and that the data, which he had been quietly logging in the small back room of his attention, was beginning to suggest something he did not, in the small hours of the winter solstice, want to look directly at.

He turned over and looked at her in the dark. Her face was very calm in sleep. She slept on her side with one hand under her cheek the way she had slept since the first night he had ever shared a bed with her. He had loved her, at one point, the way men in books loved women — with a steady and unembarrassed completeness that he had assumed, then, would be the rhythm of the rest of his life.

He was not in that condition now. He had not been in that condition for several years. He was now in a different condition, one for which he did not yet have a name, and the calculator app was still open on his phone in his hand, and the number was still fifty-three, and he closed the app, and he closed his eyes, and he did not sleep until almost six.

In the morning, at breakfast, he watched her butter her toast. He watched her bring the toast to her mouth. He watched her chew. He watched her drink her coffee. He watched her open her phone and read something with the smile that he had not, in nine years, been the cause of, and he felt the small cold turn in his chest, and he did not say anything, and she did not look up.

She left for the museum at eight-thirty. He stood at the kitchen window with his second cup of coffee and watched her car back out of the driveway and pull away down the long curving lane. He stood for a long minute at the window after the car had disappeared.

He thought, very quietly: something is wrong with me.

He thought: something has shifted.

He thought: I am going to have to do something about this.

He did not know what.

He put the coffee cup in the sink. He went to work.
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In January he doubled down.

He matched, in the first three weeks of the new year, with sixty-one women. He went on twenty-two dates. He slept with eleven of them. He went to two parties at a private club on the river that catered to what the website described as the discerning ethically non-monogamous community and what was, in practice, a series of dim rooms with leather furniture and bowls of condoms by the door. At one of these parties he had sex with three different women in a two-hour window and afterward stood by the bar with a glass of water in his hand and felt, looking at the room full of bodies, nothing at all.

He thought, for the first time, something is wrong with the machine.

He was forty-two years old. He had been doing this — in some form, with various levels of permission — for more than two decades. The machine had always worked. The dopamine had always come. He had been able, all his life, to count on the rush of the new body, the new mouth, the new arrangement of attention. The rush had been the thing that organized his weeks. The rush had been the reason he got up in the morning and the reason he came home at night and the reason, somewhere underneath all of it, that he had been able to be a doctor at all, because medicine ground other men down and he had always had the rush waiting for him on the other side of the shift.

The rush had stopped coming.

He did not know, yet, when it had stopped. He suspected, looking backward through the data with his clinician’s coldness, that it had stopped somewhere in the autumn, around the time his wife had begun to sing in the shower. He could not be sure. The rush had been a presence and was now an absence, and absences were difficult to date.

He doubled down anyway. He doubled down because what else did he know how to do. He went on more dates. He swiped harder. He turned on the premium subscription on a second app and a third app. He began to message women in cities he did not live in, on the chance that he might be sent to a conference. He kept a spreadsheet, which he had not previously kept, of the women he was currently in active rotation with. The spreadsheet had columns for availability, willingness, complications, and notes. He maintained the spreadsheet on a personal cloud drive that his wife did not have the password to. He felt, working in the spreadsheet, the professional satisfaction of a man bringing order to a complicated portfolio.

He began to seek out the encounters that had, in the previous year, been the ones he had liked least. He had been with a woman in November who had asked him, in the bed of her small apartment, to put his hand around her throat, and he had done it briefly and had not, at the time, liked it, and had not gone back. In January he went back. He went back to the kind of encounter that required something of him besides his attention. He went back to the kind of encounter that required a cruelty. He went to a woman in her late twenties who had wanted to be tied up, and he tied her up, and he had been good at it, and she had asked him to do it harder than he had been doing it, and he had, and she had come with her hands above her head and her face turned into the pillow, and he had felt, when she came, the professional satisfaction of having delivered the requested service, and he had felt, when she came, nothing else.

He had begun to notice the nothing else.

He had begun, in the register he was beginning to consult more often, to be afraid of the nothing else.

The fear of the nothing else made him, in the last week of January, more reckless than he had been in the previous fourteen months. He matched, in three days, with eighteen women. He set up dates with seven of them. He told two of them, in messages he sent within minutes of matching, the most direct things he had ever told anyone in the early phase of a conversation. One of the two had been receptive. He had spent the following Wednesday afternoon in a hotel room in the suburbs with this woman, whose name was Christina and who was thirty-eight and who had been, by his own assessment, one of the most physically interesting partners he had been with in the entire fourteen months. She had wanted things from him he had not done before. He had done them. She had come three times. He had come twice. He had left the hotel at five-thirty in the afternoon and had stood in the small concrete parking lot in the gray winter light, and he had registered, with the clarity that he had been registering most things in those last weeks, that he had felt nothing.

He had gone, that night, to a Thai restaurant on the way home and had ordered a bowl of soup and had sat at the counter eating it slowly, and he had thought, with the small honest care of a man who had been doing a thing for a long time and who was beginning to suspect that the thing was no longer working: what would happen if I just stopped.

He had thought about it for the entire bowl of soup.

He had not, in the end, been able to imagine the version of his life in which he just stopped.

He had paid the check. He had gone home. He had not, that night, gone on the apps. He had read in bed beside Margot for an hour. Margot had been asleep. He had turned out the light at eleven. He had lain awake until three.

On the last Friday in January he sat across from a woman named Veronica at a wine bar near the hospital. Veronica was thirty-one, divorced, a real estate attorney, and very beautiful in a way that registered as a kind of complaint about everyone else in the room. They had been on three dates in two weeks. He had been attempting, with Veronica, to recover something. He had told her, on the second date, the line he had begun to tell women in this phase of his life, which was that his marriage was, on its best days, the marriage of two best friends who slept in the same bed.

Veronica had nodded. Veronica had been kind about the line. Veronica had drunk her wine and had not, on the second date, told him what she had been thinking, because she had been thinking, on the second date, that she liked him enough to give him the third date, and that on the third date she would tell him what she had been thinking, and that the third date would be the date she had decided in advance to deliver the news.

Veronica had said, on the third date, “Rich, can I be honest with you?”

“Always.”

“I don’t want to be the person you go home from.”

He had looked at her over the rim of his glass.

“What do you mean.”

“I mean I have done this before. I have done this with several men in the last two years. I have done it with married men and I have done it with men in arrangements like yours, and what I have noticed about all of them is that no matter how good the wine is and no matter how good the conversation is, at the end of the night they go home to a house with a woman in it, and I go home to my apartment by myself, and after long enough that begins to feel like a service I am providing for them, and not a thing they are providing for me.”

“Veronica.”

“I’m not finished. I like you, Rich. I think you are an unusually intelligent man and I think the way you look at me when I talk is the way I like men to look at me when I talk. But I have decided that I am not going to date married men anymore. I should have decided this six months ago. I am deciding it tonight.” She took a sip of her wine. “If you were single, this would be a different conversation.”

He looked at her for a long time across the small marble table. He was conscious of the way the light from the small candle on the table threw a shadow on the side of her face. He was conscious of the way his own breath was coming, slightly faster than it had been a minute ago. He was conscious of the small interior register that he had spent his entire life consulting before he said anything important, and the small interior register was unusually quiet.

“If I were single,” he said, finally.

“Yes.”

“This would be a different conversation.”

“Yes.”

He paid the check. He walked her to her car. He kissed her on the cheek. He drove home through the cold January rain with the heat in the car turned all the way up and his hands at ten and two on the wheel, and he did not turn on the radio, and when he got home Margot was in bed asleep with her reading light on and her book on her chest, and he stood in the doorway of the bedroom for a long minute looking at his wife asleep, and he turned off the light, and he went downstairs, and he sat at the kitchen table in the dark with a glass of bourbon he had not poured himself.

He was thinking. He was thinking with the same focused clarity that he applied to a patient in shock. He was thinking the way he thought when a diagnosis was beginning to form: not as a single proposition, but as a series of small adjacent observations that had, in the last several minutes, begun to organize themselves into a shape.

He thought: Margot has someone.

He thought: Margot has someone she is glowing for.

He thought: My wife is happier than I have seen her in five years, and she is not happier because of me.

He thought: If I were single, this would be a different conversation.

He sat at the kitchen table in the dark for almost an hour. He poured himself a second bourbon. He drank that. He poured himself a third. He drank that. By the third bourbon he had begun to understand, in the interior register that he had spent his entire life trying not to consult, that the things he had been telling himself about the open marriage — that it had been her idea as much as his, that it had liberated them both, that they were two adults choosing each other with the door open — had been lies he had been telling himself for fourteen months in order not to look at the actual shape of what he had done.

He had asked his wife for permission to do a thing he had been going to do anyway.

He had constructed an architecture of explicit consent for the purpose of doing the thing without guilt.

He had not, in the construction of the architecture, considered the possibility that his wife would use the same architecture for her own purposes. He had constructed the architecture as a one-way door. He had constructed it as a door that opened outward from him and never inward toward him, and his wife had walked through the door in the opposite direction without his permission, and the door had not, as he had assumed, been a door he controlled.

He had been outflanked. He had been outflanked by a woman whom he had, in the accounting he kept of her, never accurately seen.

He had not, in the accounting, accurately seen her in possibly ten years.

When he stood up he had not, in any sense he would have admitted to himself, decided anything. He had only noticed that the bourbon was gone and that he was very calm, and that the small interior register that had been quiet at the wine bar was now back, quietly online, doing what it was built to do.

He went upstairs. He got into bed beside his sleeping wife. He turned off her reading light. He lay on his back in the dark with his hands folded on his chest and his eyes open, and he did not move, and he did not sleep, and at some point in the small hours of the morning the shape of a thought he had not yet permitted himself to think began, very slowly, to assemble itself in the room.

The shape of the thought was not, at first, an action.

The shape of the thought was the shape of a question.

The question was: what would happen if she were not here.

He did not answer the question, at three in the morning. He let the question sit. He let the question sit the way he let questions sit on rounds, when an answer had not yet declared itself and when the patient was, for the moment, stable.

He turned onto his side. He looked at his wife in the dark. He looked at her face for a long minute. Her face was very calm in sleep, the way her face had always been very calm in sleep.

He had loved her. He had loved her in the bruised tired way that men love wives they have stopped looking at. He could not, in this moment, remember the specific feeling of having loved her — the specific feeling that had organized the first three years of their marriage, the specific feeling that had made him buy new sheets in September of her intern year. He could remember that the feeling had been a feeling. He could not, in the small dark bedroom with her face six inches from his face, recover the texture of it. The texture of it had gone the way many things had gone in the last several years, into the small accumulated absence under his sternum that he had been telling himself was the cost of a successful adulthood.

He thought, in the dark: if she were not here.

He thought: I would still be here.

He thought: I would still have the house. I would still have the practice. I would still have the apps. I would have, additionally, the life insurance.

He thought, with the small flat clarity of a man assembling a problem: I would have everything I have now, with the additional liberation of having only one schedule to manage.

He thought, finally: no.

He thought it the way he would have thought it about a diagnosis he was discarding because the patient did not have the right features. He thought it firmly. He thought it with the discipline of a doctor refusing to entertain an unhinged differential at three in the morning in a hospital bed.

He turned onto his back. He closed his eyes.

He slept.

In the morning, at breakfast, Margot asked him if he was all right. He said yes. He drank his coffee. He smiled at her across the table. He kissed her on the temple before he left for the hospital.

He thought, on the drive in, about the question.

He thought about it again, on the drive home, in the dark.

He thought about it for the next two weeks, in the private intervals he had taught himself to use for thinking about questions he had not yet decided how to answer.

By the middle of February, although he had not yet, in language, said it to himself, he had begun to entertain the question as a possibility.

By the end of February, although he had not yet, in language, said it to himself, he had begun to plan.



11.

The thought was not, at first, an action.

The thought was, at first, an inventory.

He took the inventory over the course of the first two weeks of February, in sittings, in the way that a man with a hobby might take an inventory of his tools.

He inventoried the life insurance policy. They had taken it out together six years ago, when they had been talking, in the way they had then talked, about having a child. The policy was a twenty-year term, two million dollars, with each of them named as beneficiary on the other. The premium had been auto-debiting from their joint account every month since. He pulled the policy documents up on his laptop one Saturday morning while Margot was at the museum. The contestability period had expired four years ago. The policy paid out on any cause of death except active-duty military service in a declared war zone. He read the language twice. He closed the document. He felt nothing in particular about it.

He inventoried their state’s laws around the disposition of remains. He sat at a coffee shop two miles from the hospital, where nobody would recognize him, and he read the relevant statutes on his phone with a kind of detached professional curiosity. He read about the rights of the surviving spouse as primary next of kin. He read about the requirements for autopsy and the conditions under which the medical examiner’s office could decline to perform one. He read about cremation — the timing requirements, the documentation requirements, the role of the funeral director. He learned that in this state a death from natural causes in a hospital, with a treating physician willing to sign the death certificate, did not automatically trigger an ME case. He learned that cremation, once the death certificate was signed and the funeral home had taken possession of the body, could be performed as quickly as forty-eight hours later. He learned that ashes, unlike bodies, did not retain detectable quantities of most pharmaceutical compounds.

He inventoried the pharmacopoeia. This was the longest of the sittings, and the one he did not write down. He spent four evenings going through, in his head, the inventory of agents he had access to as a physician and as a former pharmacist, and the relative pharmacokinetics of each, and the diagnostic windows during which each would or would not appear on standard toxicology panels. He thought about half-lives. He thought about metabolites. He thought about the clinical presentations each would produce and how those presentations would look to a treating team. He arrived, after four evenings, at a short list of three candidates, and from the three candidates he selected one. The selected agent had a particular set of properties he found compelling: it was widely available, occasionally prescribed for benign indications, capable of producing a clinical syndrome that would mimic at least four other diagnoses that would be more interesting to a treating team than poisoning, undetectable on standard tox screens, and detectable only on specialized panels that would not be ordered unless someone specifically thought to ask for them.

He did not name the agent to himself, even in the privacy of his own thinking. He referred to it, in the architecture of his planning, only as the compound.

He had not, in the four evenings of the inventory of the pharmacopoeia, allowed himself to consider that he was planning to kill his wife. He had only allowed himself to consider that he was thinking about a clinical scenario in the abstract. He had been doing this in medicine for twenty years — running through hypothetical diagnoses on hypothetical patients, the way other doctors ran through hypothetical golf shots on hypothetical courses, the way a man whose mind required a constant low-grade puzzle to occupy itself would naturally produce puzzles. He had been telling himself, throughout the four evenings, that he was producing a puzzle.

He had been wrong about this. He had been wrong about it in the way he was wrong about a great many things in his own interior life, which was that he could see the shape of the truth perfectly clearly, and could choose not to look at it.

The not-looking-at-it was a discipline he had developed over many years. He had developed it as a teenager, when his father had been drinking. He had developed it as a college student, when the cruelties he had begun to be capable of had begun, in the theater of his own attention, to register as cruelties. He had developed it as a resident, when he had begun to dismiss the patients he did not respect with a casual coldness that he had recognized, in his own affect, as a thing his father would have done. He had developed it as a married man. He had developed it, over twenty years, into the professional discipline of being able to do a thing and call it another thing.

He was, in the four evenings of the inventory of the pharmacopoeia, doing the same thing. He was planning to kill his wife. He was telling himself that he was thinking about a clinical scenario. The telling-himself was, he understood at the interior level he did not consult often, perhaps the most important feature of the planning. The telling-himself was what allowed him to continue the planning. Without the telling-himself he would have had to look at the actual shape of the thing he was doing, and the looking would have, in the way of looking at certain things, stopped the doing.

He continued not to look.

He inventoried, finally, his own performance.

This was the inventory he was best at and which took him the least time. He understood, with the cold accuracy he applied to himself in his rare moments of accurate self-attention, that he was a person who could perform almost any emotional posture for almost any required duration. He had performed concern. He had performed grief. He had performed romantic devotion. He had performed, in three different conferences in the last year, mentorship. He had performed, in the years of his medical training, every form of professional humility his program had required of him. He could perform a husband at his wife’s bedside. He could perform a husband at his wife’s funeral. He could perform a widower at the meal trains and the condolence visits and the quiet conversations at the back of the church. He was, in this respect, extremely well-equipped for the project that was, very slowly, beginning to take its shape in the small back room of his attention.

What he was less equipped for, although he did not see this, was the duration.

He had performed many things in his life, but he had performed them for windows of hours, or for the contained spaces of a single evening. He had never performed a single sustained role for ten consecutive days. He had never, in his life, gone that long without dropping the mask in some private corner with some willing audience. He did not yet know that the muscle of performance, like any other muscle, could be fatigued. He did not yet know that fatigue, when it came, would arrive in the form of a wine bar and a woman named Hannah he had not yet matched with, and that the failure of the muscle would happen not in front of his wife’s casket, where he had prepared for it, but in a bed he had never seen before, in the moments after sex with a stranger, when his guard would finally come down because he had at last permitted his guard, for the first time in two weeks, to come down.

He did not know any of that, in February.

In February he sat at the small writing desk in the corner of the bedroom on a Wednesday night while his wife was downstairs reading, and he closed his laptop, and he put his hands flat on the surface of the desk, and he sat for a long minute looking at the wall.

He thought: I am a man who has been put in an impossible position by a wife who has, without consulting me, fallen in love with someone else.

He thought: I am a man who is owed.

He thought: I cannot survive the version of my life in which I am the husband she left.

He thought: There is a version of this in which everyone wins.

He thought, finally, with a professional clarity: I can do this.

He did not, in February, do anything.

He waited. He waited because that was what he had been trained to do, in medicine and in everything else — to let the situation declare itself before he acted. He waited because the architecture of the plan was not yet complete, and because the small interior register that had come back online at the kitchen table in the dark was still, quietly, gathering the rest of the data.

He waited for two specific things.

The first was a confirmation. He had not, in any direct sense, confirmed the existence of the man he had decided his wife was in love with. He had only the data of her face. He had only the data of her phone. He had only the accumulation of changes in her behavior that he had been logging since November. He did not have a name. He did not have a photograph. He did not have a credit card statement, or a hotel receipt, or a text message screenshot. He had the clinical certainty of a man who had been watching a wife for nine years, but he did not have a piece of physical evidence.

He decided, in the second week of February, that he was going to acquire one.

He installed, on Margot’s phone — which he had, on a Sunday morning when she had gone out for a run, picked up while it was unlocked on the kitchen counter — a small piece of software that he had purchased the previous week on the dark web for the equivalent of three hundred dollars in cryptocurrency. The software ran in the background. It did not, when she opened her phone, do anything visible. It did, however, log every keystroke she made, and every text message she sent and received, and every website she visited, and every photograph she took, and every location her phone had been in the previous twenty-four hours. It reported all of this back to a server that he had set up, and that he could check, on his own phone, in the small intervals he was alone.

He had not done anything like this in his life before. He had not, in advance, expected himself to do it. He had crossed, in the four minutes he had spent on her phone on the Sunday morning, a small specific line that he understood, with the clarity he had been bringing to most of his thinking lately, was the line that mattered. He had crossed it without ceremony. He had crossed it because crossing it was the next step in the architecture of the plan, and the architecture of the plan was, by the second week of February, what was getting him out of bed in the morning.

The software gave him, by the end of the week, what he had been waiting for.

She had been texting a man named Daniel. The texts were not, by their content, particularly explicit. They were exchanges about books, about lunches, about Middlemarch. They were the texts of two people in love. He had read enough of them to know it. The location data on her phone showed her at a brick building on the east side of the river on three separate occasions in the previous ten days. The third visit had lasted four hours. He had cross-referenced the address. The building had eight units. Six of the units were registered to married couples. One was registered to a single woman. One was registered to a single man named Daniel Hoyt.

He had stood in his office at the hospital with his phone in his hand and the small data on the screen for a long minute.

He had not, in the long minute, felt the small interior cold turn that he had felt in the hallway on the Tuesday in November. He had not felt anything in particular. He had felt the professional satisfaction of a hypothesis confirmed, and he had felt, underneath the professional satisfaction, the professional certainty that the next steps were now justified.

The second thing he had been waiting for was a window. He had been waiting for a Tuesday that he could plausibly make a dinner — risotto, a specific kind, the kind he had made her in the early years — without it registering as suspicious. He had been waiting for a week with no travel on either of their calendars, no in-laws planning to visit, no scheduled social commitments that would have required either of them to be functional on the days afterward. He had been waiting for a stretch in which the hospital census on his service would be low enough that he could plausibly take a stretch of unscheduled time off if needed.

By the third week of March he had all three things.

He cooked her dinner on a Saturday night. He poured her a glass of wine. He watched her eat. He smiled at her across the table the way a man smiles at his wife of nine years. He listened to her tell him about a fellowship she had been offered, a six-month visiting position at a museum in Belgium, which she had decided she was going to turn down because the timing was wrong. He said I’m sorry, and he meant it, in the particular sense in which he meant most things.

What she did not tell him, in the conversation about the fellowship, was that she had decided to turn it down because she had decided, two weeks earlier, to leave him, and that she had not, in advance, planned to be in Belgium for the six months in which she was going to be leaving her husband and figuring out the architecture of the new life she had been building, in the interior of her attention, with a man named Daniel Hoyt.

She did not tell him this. She did not tell him because she had decided, in the same two weeks, that she would tell him in May, after she had spoken to a lawyer, after she had found an apartment, after she had drafted the list of things she wanted to take from the house and the small careful list of things she was prepared to leave him with. She had decided to tell him in May.

She would not get to May.

He cleaned up the kitchen while she went upstairs to read. He stood at the sink in the dim light of the kitchen with the water running over his hands, and he looked out the kitchen window at the dark wet street, and he thought, with the same clean clarity that had come to him at the writing desk in February: all right.

He went upstairs. He brushed his teeth. He got into bed beside his wife. He kissed her on the temple. He turned off the light.

They had four days.





PART TWO — THE BEDSIDE


12.

He cooked her risotto.

It was the meal he made on the nights he wanted to remind her of the early years. He had learned to make it from a Portuguese woman who had been a fellow resident with him, who had taught him to keep the stock at a low simmer in a second pot and to add it ladle by ladle, never letting the rice dry out, never rushing. He had made it on their second date. He had made it on the night he had proposed. He had made it on the night, six years ago, that they had decided to start trying for a child, a decision they had quietly stopped honoring fifteen months later without ever having a conversation about why.

On Tuesday night in late March he opened a bottle of a Tuscan red he had been saving for a thing he could not have named in advance. He set the table with the cloth napkins. He lit two candles. He put on the record she liked, the Bill Evans trio, side B. He plated the risotto in the wide white bowls her sister had given them for their wedding.

He had been moving through the kitchen, all afternoon, with the focused attention of a man performing a procedure. He had washed the rice. He had grated the parmesan. He had toasted the saffron threads in the small dry pan for the exact number of seconds the recipe specified. He had crushed two tablets into a fine powder with a marble mortar he had bought online six weeks ago and which he would later, after she was dead, place in a thrift-store donation bin two states away. He had dissolved the powder in a small amount of water and stirred it into the saucepan with the wine reduction, twenty minutes before she had come down. The compound was tasteless in a wine reduction. He had tested this. He had tested it twice, on himself, with sub-therapeutic doses, to be sure.

He had calculated the dose carefully. He had calculated for her weight. He had calculated for the size of the bowl. He had calculated for the possibility that she might not finish all of it, and had given her a dose that, even at sixty percent absorption, would be sufficient. He had calculated for many things. He had not calculated for the fact that she would, in the next several hours, do a thing she had not done in seven months.

She came downstairs in jeans and the gray cashmere sweater that had been hers for a decade and that had developed, at the right cuff, a small hole she kept meaning to mend. She had washed her face. She had put on the small gold earrings her mother had left her. She had not, in advance, planned to wear the earrings; she had only, in the last several weeks, begun to wear them more often, the way a woman wears the things that have been hers since before the marriage when she is, in some small private way, beginning to remember being the woman she was before.

“What’s the occasion,” she said.

“No occasion. I missed you.”

She looked at him for a beat — the beat in which she would, on another night, have noticed that he had not missed her in a way that required a meal in months, possibly years — and then she let the beat pass, because she was tired and the candles were lit and the risotto smelled the way the risotto smelled, and she sat down and she shook out her napkin and she said thank you.

He poured her the wine. He poured himself the wine. They touched glasses.

They ate.

She told him about a piece that had come into the lab that morning, a small Coptic textile fragment from the fourth century, and how her supervisor had wanted to know if she could date the indigo. She told him about a resident she had been worried about in the ER, a young man two months out of medical school who was, she thought, not sleeping enough and not eating enough and possibly drinking too much, and whom she had taken aside that morning to ask, with as much delicacy as she could find at six a.m., whether he was okay. She told him that she had spoken to her sister on the phone for forty minutes that afternoon and that her sister was thinking of leaving her job.

He listened. He asked the right follow-up questions. He laughed at the right moments. He poured her a second glass of wine when her first was three-quarters empty. He watched her eat the risotto with a small bright attention, which she did not appear to notice. She ate most of the bowl. She did not eat all of it. He had calculated for the possibility that she might not eat all of it. He had calculated for several possibilities.

They had sex that night.

She had been the one to initiate it. She had come up behind him at the kitchen sink while he was finishing the dishes and put her arms around his waist and her face against his back between his shoulder blades, and he had stood very still for a moment with his hands in the dishwater. She had not done this in months. She had not done this in possibly half a year.

She had not, in advance, planned to do it. She had been, all evening, in the small dim weather of a woman who had eaten a meal her husband had cooked for her and who had decided, somewhere over the second glass of wine, that she would not, on this last evening of being a woman in this house with this man, be cold to him. She had decided, over the second glass of wine, that she would give him a kindness. She had thought of it, in her own private interior register, as a kind of farewell. She had thought of it as the small kind thing she could do for a man she had loved for nine years and who, in the kindness of a meal he had cooked her and the kindness of a song he had put on and the kindness of a wine he had not, in months, poured her, had reminded her tonight that he was capable, in his way, of love.

She had thought: I will do this for him. I will do this for him because I am leaving him. I will do this because I owe him this much, after nine years.

She had not, in advance, planned to mean it.

She came up behind him at the sink. She put her arms around his waist. She pressed her face against his back. She felt, against her cheek, the small warm shape of him, the shape she had been pressing her face against for nine years, and a thing she had not, in months, expected to feel did the small lifted thing in her chest, and she registered, in the register that she had been consulting more and more often in the last weeks, that she still — somewhere underneath the decision, somewhere underneath the apartment she had been pricing out and the lawyer she had been planning to call and the architecture of the new life she had been building in her interior — that she still loved him.

That she still, in the way that bodies remember other bodies, loved him.

She had not been prepared for this. She had been prepared, in advance, to come up behind him and do a kindness. She had not been prepared to mean it.

She took his hand. She led him upstairs.

She undressed him slowly. She kissed him in the small dim light of the bedside lamp. She kissed him on the mouth in the way she used to kiss him in the early years, in the first three years, when she had wanted him to know that she was choosing him. She put her hand on his face. She slid her hand down his chest. She undid his belt. She slid his pants down. She knelt in front of him and took him in her mouth, slowly, with her hand on his hip and her eyes closed, and he made a small sound he had not made in two years — a helpless sound — and his hand came down on the back of her head and his fingers went into her hair, and she stayed there for a long minute, and he did not, in the long minute, do or say anything.

She stood up. She undressed in front of him in the small dim lamp light. She watched him watch her. He had been watching her, with this exact watching, for nine years, and the watching had not, in the last seven months, registered to her as anything in particular, and tonight it registered. Tonight she watched him watch her and she understood, with the clarity that had been arriving in her at unexpected intervals all evening, that she had spent nine years inside the warm patient orbit of being looked at by this man, and that she was about to walk out of the orbit, and that the orbit had been, in its way, a thing she had loved.

She laid him back on the bed. She climbed onto him. She took him into her slowly. She rode him slowly, with her hands on his chest and her eyes closed and her head thrown back, and she felt — for the first time in possibly four years — the pleasure of her husband’s body inside hers, and she let the pleasure come, and she did not try to stop it, and her body did, after a long careful slow time, the thing it sometimes did with him, and she came on top of him with her hand on her own breast and a small soft sound against the back of her throat, and he came inside her a moment later, with a cry that she had not heard him make in years.

She laid down against him. She put her head on his chest. He held her in the familiar way he had held her for nine years. He stroked her hair, slowly, in the way he had stroked her hair when they had been first married.

She said, very quietly, into the dark, “I love you.”

She had not, in advance, planned to say it. She had said it because, in the weather of the moment, it had been true. She had loved him, in the moment of having just come around him, in the way that a body that had been with another body for nine years could not, even in the moment of preparing to leave, entirely deny.

“I love you too,” he said.

She fell asleep that way. He lay awake. He listened to her breathing, the slow regular pull and release of it, and he watched the small blue digital numbers on the clock change from 11:48 to 11:49 to 11:50 to 11:51, and he thought about absolutely nothing.

He had been, in the moment of her saying I love you, surprised. He had not registered, in advance, that she would say it. He had registered it, in the moment, as a piece of data that did not fit the architecture of the plan, and he had decided, in the register he had been consulting more often in the last several weeks, that the data was not the kind of data that required a revision of the plan. The data was, he had decided, the generosity of a wife who had been treated to a nice dinner and a careful round of attention, and the data was therefore not — could not be — a signal of any larger reorganization of her interior.

He had been wrong. He had been wrong about her interior, on the night of the dinner with the risotto, in a way that he would not, in his life, ever know he had been wrong about. He had been wrong because she had decided to leave him and had not yet, in the weather of an evening of candles and wine and a song on a record, told him, and because the not-telling-him had registered to him as the same as the not-leaving-him, and because he had not, in advance, accounted for the possibility that his wife — having decided to leave him — would still, on her last evening of being his wife, choose to be tender with him as a final thing.

He had been wrong about her in the way he had been wrong about her for years.

She had loved him, even at the end. That was the thing he did not know. That was the thing he would never know.

At four-twelve in the morning she made a sound.

It was a small sound, a swallowed sound, the sound of a person turning in bed because their stomach had begun to do something they did not yet know was happening. She turned onto her other side. She pulled her knees up. She made the sound again. He lay very still beside her with his eyes open in the dark.

She got up at four-thirty-six. She walked to the bathroom on bare feet. She did not turn on the light. He heard her sit down on the toilet. He heard her get up. He heard her at the sink. He heard her, then, after an interval, beginning to retch.

He got up.

He went to the bathroom doorway. He turned on the small light over the sink. She was on her knees on the tile floor with her arms folded across the rim of the toilet bowl and her cheek against her forearm, and her face was the color of old paper.

“Oh, honey,” he said.

“I think the wine,” she said. “Or the rice. Something.”

“Let me get you water.”

He went downstairs. He filled a glass from the tap. He stood at the sink for a long minute looking out the kitchen window at the dark wet street.

He thought: all right.

He went back upstairs with the water.



13.

She did not go to work on Wednesday.

She lay on the couch in her pajamas with a heating pad on her stomach and an empty pasta pot on the floor next to her in case she could not make it to the bathroom in time, which by noon she could not. Rich called the museum and the hospital both. He spoke to the museum’s office manager, an older woman who had always liked him, and he told her that Margot had what looked like a particularly nasty bug and would not be in tomorrow either, probably. He spoke to the charge nurse in the ER and explained, with the laugh of a husband apologizing for a wife who would not have wanted to be apologized for, that Margot was going to need her shifts covered for the rest of the week.

She drifted, all morning, in and out of small uncomfortable sleep on the couch. She woke at ten and threw up. She slept again. She woke at eleven-fifteen and threw up. She slept. She woke at twelve-thirty and crawled to the bathroom and was sick again, on her hands and knees on the tile floor with her hair held back by Rich’s hand, and when she came back to the living room he wrapped her in the soft gray blanket she had bought, on a trip with Jen, eight years ago, and he tucked the blanket around her feet, and he sat on the small ottoman beside the couch and put his hand on her forehead and said honey, I’m so sorry, it’s a bad one, and she had leaned, in the way she had been leaning into the warm fixed pressure of his palm for nine years, into the warm fixed pressure of his palm.

She did not, all day Wednesday, think about Daniel.

This was a small specific feature of being as sick as she was. The thinking-about apparatus had narrowed down to the body. The body was a single small wet warm thing that was producing a single sustained noise, and the noise was nausea, and the noise occupied the entirety of the attention. She did not think about Daniel. She did not think about her sister. She did not think about the museum or the textile or the architecture of the new life she had, in the previous week, been planning. She thought about her stomach. She thought about the way the heating pad pressed against the place where the worst of the cramping was. She thought about water. She thought about ice. She thought about a saltine.

She slept a great deal.

Rich sat with her on the couch through the afternoon. He brought her ice chips. He brought her crackers, which she could not eat. He brought her, around three o’clock, a small dose of ondansetron from the bottle they kept in the bathroom for travel, and she took it and kept it down for forty minutes and then lost it.

She had moments, between the small surges of nausea, of an almost peaceful drift. The body, when it was as sick as her body was on Wednesday afternoon, produced its own small low opiate weather to compensate. She drifted on the small low opiate weather. She felt, in the moments of drift, an affection for the gray blanket and the affection for the warm fixed pressure of her husband’s palm and the affection for the way the gray light was coming through the long window above the couch and falling on the small carved wooden bird Jen had given her, the previous Christmas, that sat on the bookshelf across the room.

She thought, in one of the moments of drift, I am sicker than I should be.

She thought it the way a doctor thinks. She had been a doctor for twelve years. She knew the rhythm of a stomach bug. She knew the typical arc — twelve hours of misery, twenty-four hours of recovery, back at work in forty-eight. She knew, in the register that had been a doctor’s register for twelve years, that what was happening to her was not the rhythm. The rhythm was wrong. The volume was wrong. The cramping was in the wrong place. The fever, which she had not yet taken but which she could feel in her cheeks, was the wrong feature.

She did not, in the moment of the drift, follow the thought.

She had not, in twelve years of being a doctor, ever consciously imagined herself as a patient. She had imagined her colleagues as patients, in the rude exercises that doctors run on each other in the locker room. She had imagined her sister as a patient, with the worry that doctors held for their families. She had imagined her own mother as a patient many times, over the years, in the slow falling-apart of her mother’s last decade. She had never imagined herself as a patient. She had never, in the register, felt herself become one. She did not, on Wednesday afternoon, feel herself becoming one. She only felt herself nauseated. The two registers — I am sick and I am a patient — had not, in the interior, yet collapsed into the same register.

By four she was running a low fever. By six the fever was a hundred and one. By eight she could not keep water down, and her lips had begun to look dry in a way that registered, to him as a clinician, as the first edge of dehydration.

“I think we need to go in,” he said.

“It’s a stomach bug, Rich.”

“It’s a stomach bug that has dehydrated you. Let me take you in. We’ll get you some fluids and home by midnight.”

She looked at him over the back of the couch. Her hair was in a low knot at the back of her neck. Her cheeks were flushed in the wrong way, the dry-skin way. She had been crying, on and off, in the way that severely nauseated people cry, without articulating the crying as crying.

“Okay.”

He drove her to the hospital where they both worked. He drove the long way, the way that took twelve minutes instead of nine, because he wanted to give the fluids in her stomach a few more minutes to work, and because he wanted to enter the ER not in a hurry, but in the steady reasonable register of a husband who was being appropriately cautious about his wife. He parked in the staff lot. He walked her in through the ambulance bay because it was raining and the front entrance was a longer walk. The triage nurse — a woman named Beatrice, who had been at the hospital for twenty-six years and who had played at Margot’s bridal shower — looked up from her computer and her face did the thing that happens when you see a colleague where you do not expect to see one.

“Oh, Margot. Honey. What is it.”

“GI thing,” Margot said. “I can’t keep anything down.”

“Come on back. We’ll get you a room.”

Rich stood in the doorway of the triage cubicle with his hands in his pockets in the posture of a husband who was trying not to be in the way. He let Beatrice take her vitals. He listened to her describe her symptoms — twelve hours of nausea, intractable vomiting, abdominal cramping, low-grade fever, no recent travel, no recent unusual foods except dinner with her husband Tuesday night, no sick contacts she knew of. Beatrice typed. Margot answered. Rich, when asked if there was anything to add, said only that he was worried about her hydration status and that he had given her one dose of ondansetron at home with no relief.

She was taken back. She was put in a curtained bay. A second-year resident named Tomás came in and introduced himself to Margot and then turned and saw Rich and went very still for a half-second before he recovered.

“Dr. Vale.”

“Tomás.”

“I — I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize this was — sorry. Dr. Vale, I’ll be taking care of your wife.”

“Take care of her like you would any patient.”

“Yes, sir.”

The workup, when it came, was the workup he had expected. They ran a basic metabolic panel and a CBC and a lipase and a lactate. They ran an urinalysis. They did not run a toxicology panel because there had been no reason to. The labs came back at one in the morning. The lactate was mildly elevated. The white count was high. The lipase was normal. The chemistry showed early acute kidney injury, the kind that vomiting and dehydration could plausibly produce, which the team noted with the small concern that the team noted things with at one in the morning, which is to say, with concern but not alarm.

She was admitted to medicine for IV fluids and monitoring. The admitting hospitalist on call was a woman named Sarah Chen, who Rich had trained with as a resident a decade ago and who had been in their wedding.

“Rich. Oh god. Margot. What are we doing here at one a.m.”

“She can’t keep anything down. The lactate is a four. I want her watched.”

“Of course. Of course we’ll watch her. Margot, sweetie, we’re going to put you upstairs and get you some fluids and let you sleep, okay?”

Margot smiled the smile of a person being addressed by a friend through the haze of a body that was beginning, although she did not yet know it, to fail.

“Thank you, Sarah.”

“Don’t thank me. We’ll have you home by tomorrow afternoon.”

Margot was wheeled upstairs at one-thirty-four. Rich walked alongside the gurney with his hand on the rail. The corridor through the medicine ward was empty at that hour, lit by the small inset fluorescents that lit hospital corridors after midnight everywhere in the country, and the wheels of the gurney made the squeak that wheels made on hospital linoleum, and Margot lay on the gurney with her eyes closed and her hands folded on her stomach, and she had not, in the previous hour, said very much.

In the room — a corner room on the fourth floor of the medicine tower, with a view, if anyone bothered to look, of the parking lot — Rich helped the nurse transfer Margot to the bed. He pulled the chair from the corner over to the bedside. He sat. The nurse set up the IV, hung the second bag of saline, programmed the pump. The pump began to make its small intermittent click. The nurse left. Rich sat in the chair beside the bed in the dim room and looked at his wife.

Her face was very still. Her eyes were closed. The IV was running into her left forearm. The bag of saline above her shoulder caught a small reflection from the dim overhead.

He thought, very quietly: all right.

He thought: here we are.

He had, in the architecture of the plan, prepared for this exact moment. He had imagined sitting in the chair beside her bed. He had imagined the small intermittent click of the pump. He had imagined the small still face of his wife under the warm yellow light of a hospital bedside lamp. He had imagined the texture of being a husband at his wife’s bedside, and he had imagined being able to maintain the texture for as many days as it took.

What he had not, in the architecture of the plan, prepared for was that her hand would, in her sleep, move very slowly across the sheet and find his, and that her fingers would close around his, and that she would, in the gesture of a wife reaching for her husband in a strange bed, hold his hand without knowing she was holding it.

He sat very still in the chair beside the bed.

He looked at her hand in his.

He felt, in the interior register that he had been training, for two months, not to consult, a cold turn in his chest.

He held her hand back.

He held it for a long time. He held it for almost an hour. When she turned in her sleep, just before three, the hand slid out of his, and he sat in the chair and looked at his own hand in his lap, and he did not, for the rest of the night, sleep.

He slept that night in the recliner in her room, which he had asked one of the nurses to bring in. He slept poorly. He did not need to sleep well. He was, he understood, in the long sustained performance, and the performance had begun.

At seven in the morning the day team came on. The senior resident on the case was Priya Shah.

She walked into the room in her white coat with her stethoscope around her neck and her hair pulled back and her face the careful neutral face of a chief resident who was meeting, for the first time, a patient who happened to be a colleague and a friend.

“Margot.”

“Hi, Priya.”

“Honey. We’re going to take such good care of you.”

She glanced over at Rich in the recliner and her face did the same small involuntary thing that Tomás’s had done the night before, and Rich produced from somewhere inside himself the husband’s slow tired smile, and Priya nodded, and got to work.
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Daniel had not heard from her on Tuesday night.

This had not, on Tuesday night, registered as anything in particular. She had told him, on Sunday afternoon when she had left his apartment, that she would be at home for the early part of the week — that Rich had been odd lately and that she wanted, in the interim of the next ten days before she planned to begin the difficult conversation, to give him no specific reason for suspicion. She had said this with the precision of a woman who had begun to make decisions about her life that required her to think tactically about them, and Daniel had nodded, and they had agreed that the next time they would see each other would be Friday afternoon, when he had a half-day at the school for parent-teacher conferences and could be home by two.

He had not, therefore, expected to hear from her on Tuesday night. He had been at his apartment grading lab reports until eleven. He had gone to bed at eleven-thirty. He had slept through.

On Wednesday morning he had texted her, in the small short message he sent her on most weekdays at seven-fifteen, good morning, and she had not, by the time he had left for school at seven-forty-five, replied.

This had not, at seven forty-five, registered as anything in particular either. She had been on call shifts before. She had been at the museum on early mornings before, with her phone face-down in her bag. She had been, on perhaps a dozen mornings of their three months, slow to reply for any number of innocent reasons.

By two in the afternoon, in the interval between fifth and sixth period when he checked his phone, the good morning was still unanswered.

He had not, at two, allowed himself to register this as a thing. He had only, in the interval before sixth period, sent a second message — hope you’re having a good day xx — and had put the phone back in his desk drawer, and had taught the third unit of the periodic table to twenty-eight juniors who had been, in the way of juniors in late March, distracted by the small wet promise of an April that had not yet arrived.

By the end of school at three-fifteen the good morning and the hope you’re having a good day were both still unanswered.

By the time he had driven home and let himself into his apartment at four-twenty, his phone had received no message from her in the entire forty-six hours since her last message, which had been on Monday night at nine-eighteen, and which had said simply thinking of you. read the chapter on the dyer’s daughter. it made me cry.

He had stood in the small kitchen of his apartment with the phone in his hand for a long minute. He had not, in three months, gone forty-six hours without a message from her. He had not, in three months, ever needed to.

He had thought about texting her again. He had decided not to. He had decided not to because he had decided, in the private architecture he had been observing in his half of their relationship, that he would not be the kind of man who put pressure on her in the difficult interim weeks she had told him about. He had decided that whatever was happening at her end of the silence was a thing he was going to wait out without contributing to.

He made himself dinner. He ate it standing at the counter while he read the news on his phone. He did the dishes. He sat in the armchair by the window with his book — not Middlemarch anymore, he had finished it the previous week and had been right, he had decided in the end, about Dorothea — and he read for two hours and did not, in the two hours, register a single sentence of what he had read.

At nine he gave in. He texted her one more message: hey just wanted to make sure you’re okay. lots of love.

He went to bed at ten-thirty. He did not sleep until two.

In the morning, on Thursday, he woke at six-fifteen and reached for his phone. There were no messages from her. The good morning, the hope you’re having a good day, and the lots of love sat in the small thread in the same order he had sent them, with no reply.

He had a particular sense, sitting up in bed in the gray Thursday morning light with the phone in his hand, that registered to him, when he tried to name it later, as the same sense he had had the morning his mother had called him to tell him his father had had a stroke. It was not, exactly, dread. It was a re-orientation in the chest. It was the feeling of the body informing the mind that something was wrong and that the mind had not yet been told what.

He sat in the bed for a long minute.

He had no rights, here. He had thought about this many times in the previous three months. He had no rights to her phone, to her schedule, to her whereabouts. He had no rights to call her hospital and ask if she was on shift. He had no rights to call the museum and ask if she had been in this week. He had no rights to drive past her house. He had, in the architecture of his half of the relationship with a married woman, very explicitly no rights.

He got up. He took a shower. He dressed. He went to school.

He taught three classes before lunch. He taught them well, in the way he was able to teach when the small back room of his attention was, in language, doing other work. At lunch he sat in the teacher’s lounge and ate the small turkey sandwich he had made himself and he checked his phone every ninety seconds in the small disciplined cadence of a man who was trying not to check it.

At one-forty, in the interval before his afternoon block, he made a decision. He went into the small empty math classroom across the hall — Mrs. Henderson, who taught math, had a planning period at the same time as his lunch — and he closed the door, and he sat at her desk, and he opened a browser on his phone, and he searched for the website of the hospital where Margot worked.

He found the main number. He called it. The phone rang four times.

“Patient information, this is Kevin.”

He had not, in advance, planned what he was going to say. He had been hoping, in the small foolish way that hope works, that the act of dialing would produce the words.

He said, “I — hi. I’m trying to find out whether a — whether a patient is admitted there.”

“What’s the patient’s name.”

“Margot Vale. V-A-L-E.”

A small pause.

“And your relationship to the patient.”

He could feel his own pulse in his throat. He thought, very quickly, about lying. He thought, very quickly, about saying brother. He thought about saying cousin. He could not, in the moment, locate a lie that would not, as soon as he said it, embarrass him.

He said, “I’m — I’m a friend.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I can only confirm admission for immediate family. I can transfer you to the floor she’s on, if she’s here, and the nurse can give you general information about whether she’s accepting visitors. Would you like me to try that?”

He said, “Yes, please.”

There was a small pause on the line. Then a small click. Then a small extended hold tone. Then another click. Then a woman’s voice, brisk.

“Four medicine, this is Tara.”

He said, “Hi, I’m trying to reach a patient. Margot Vale.”

“She’s not on our floor anymore, hon, she went up to the unit last night. You want me to transfer you?”

The phrase up to the unit arrived in his chest as a blow. He had been a chemistry teacher for fifteen years and not a doctor, but he had spent four months sitting in a hospital with his father after the stroke, and he knew, with the clarity that civilians acquire after long exposure to a sick family member, what up to the unit meant. The unit meant the ICU. The unit meant that whatever was wrong was wrong enough that she needed continuous monitoring. The unit meant that she had not just had a stomach bug.

He said, “I — yes. Yes, please.”

He was transferred. He waited on the line for a long time, perhaps three full minutes, with the small intermittent click of the hospital’s hold music. The next voice that picked up was a man’s.

“Medical ICU, this is Brandon.”

“Hi. I’m trying to reach a patient. Margot Vale.”

“I can’t put a call through to the patient’s room. She’s not in a condition to speak. Are you family?”

“I’m a — I’m a friend.”

“Sir, I’m not able to give friends information.”

“Can you — can you tell me only that she’s there. I am not asking for any information about her condition. I am only asking if she is there.”

A small pause.

“Sir. I’m sorry. I can’t even confirm that.”

“I understand.”

He sat for a moment at Mrs. Henderson’s desk.

He said, “Brandon. I want to ask you one thing. I am not going to ask you for any confidential information. I am asking for your professional opinion. Is there — is there somewhere I should go. Is there a waiting area. Is there a — somewhere I could just be.”

Brandon, on the other end, was quiet for an interval.

He said, very quietly, “There’s a family lounge on the seventh floor near the unit. It’s open to anybody who walks in. I cannot, sir, tell you to come down. I am not telling you to come down. But the family lounge exists. People sit in the family lounge.”

“Thank you, Brandon.”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

Daniel hung up.

He sat at Mrs. Henderson’s desk for another full minute.

Then he stood up. He walked back to his classroom. He met his fifth period at the door. He taught his fifth period the second half of the unit on the periodic table. He taught it well. He did not, anywhere in the fifty minutes, drop a sentence. At the end of the period he stood at the door and said have a good weekend to the small clattering exit of twenty-seven sixteen-year-olds, and he closed the door, and he walked down the hall to the front office, and he told the secretary that he was not feeling well and that he was going to need to leave early, and could she please cancel his sixth period and let the parents who had appointments for Friday’s conference know that he was — he chose the words carefully — under the weather.

He drove to the hospital.

He sat in the parking garage for fifteen minutes with the engine off before he could make himself get out of the car. He had no business being in the parking garage of a hospital where Margot’s husband worked. He had no business going up to the seventh floor. He had no business sitting in the family lounge. He had, in the architecture of his half of the relationship, very explicitly no business doing any of the things he was about to do.

He got out of the car.

He took the elevator up.

He found the family lounge. It was a small carpeted room with three armchairs and a small low coffee table with a stack of dog-eared magazines, and a small television mounted in the upper corner with the sound off, showing the local news. There was nobody else in the room. He sat in the chair farthest from the door, with his coat still on, and he set his bag on his knees, and he sat in the chair without moving for almost two hours.

He did not see her. He did not see Rich. He did not see anybody he knew. People came and went past the open door of the family lounge — nurses, a respiratory therapist with a small kit on her shoulder, a family in scrubs and street clothes that was clearly the family of another patient, an older woman who came in and sat in one of the other chairs for ten minutes with her face in her hands and then got up and left — and he sat in the chair and watched them and did not, the entire two hours, take off his coat.

At six o’clock he stood up. He left the family lounge. He took the elevator down. He drove home.

In his apartment he sat in the same armchair by the window where he had sat the previous night. He did not turn on the lamp. He sat in the small gray light from the window and he did not, for a long time, do anything.

At nine-thirty he stood up. He went to the small narrow desk in the corner of the room where he did his grading. He pulled out a small piece of stationery — the kind he used to write his daughter notes when she was at her mother’s — and he wrote, with the careful even penmanship he had been taught in fourth grade and that had not, in the forty years since, much changed:

Margot,

I do not know what is happening. I know you are in the hospital. I know I am not allowed to come and see you. I know I am not allowed to call. I am writing this and I will not, in the end, send it, but I am writing it so that I have written it.

I love you.

I have loved you since the third Tuesday at the bookstore. I would have told you on the third Tuesday if I had known I was permitted to know it, and I knew I was permitted to know it by the fifth.

I am sitting in my apartment and I am thinking about you in a bed I am not allowed to know the location of, and I am thinking about your husband at your bedside, and I am thinking about your sister, and I am thinking about the way your hand looked on the gray duvet of my bed last Saturday afternoon when you were asleep and the light was coming in through the window and your hand was on the small soft pillowcase and I had not yet woken you because I had wanted, for another five minutes, to watch you sleep.

I am thinking about the weight of you against my chest.

I am thinking about your laugh.

I am thinking about the way you have, when you are about to tell me something you are nervous about, of looking down at your hands and then looking up at me again with the brave attention of a person who has decided to say the thing.

I am thinking about all of the things, Margot, that I have, in three months, learned about you. I am thinking about how many more things I do not yet know.

I would like very much for you to be all right.

I am here.

I will be here.

Daniel.

He folded the letter. He put it in an envelope. He addressed the envelope to her, at his own apartment, with no postage. He put the envelope in the top drawer of the desk. He closed the drawer.

He went to bed at eleven. He did not sleep until almost four.

In the morning, when he woke, the good morning and the hope you’re having a good day and the lots of love were still unanswered, and he did not, on the silver gray Friday morning, send another message.

He drove to school. He taught his Friday morning classes. He sat through the parent-teacher conferences in the afternoon. He went home at five-thirty.

He went back to the hospital that evening, and sat in the same chair in the family lounge for two more hours, and saw no one he recognized, and went home again. He did not go on Saturday. He had an intuition, on Saturday morning, that he should stay away. He spent Saturday in his apartment with the armchair pulled close to the window and the rain on the glass and the phone face-down on the small table beside him, and he did not go anywhere, and he ate almost nothing, and at four-twenty in the afternoon he felt, for no reason he could have named, the cold turn in his chest that he had been feeling, in lesser doses, for the entire week. He had not, on the small couch in his apartment at four-twenty, known what the turn was for. He would know, two days later.

On Sunday morning, at seven, the phone on the table beside him finally registered a bright thing — a notification not from her, but from a news app he subscribed to in the way that everyone subscribed to news apps, and the notification had the banal subject line of a local obituary. He had not, in the previous several years, ever clicked on a local obituary notification. He clicked, this Sunday morning, on the local obituary notification because his eye, in the scanning of the headline, had caught a single word.

The word was Vale.

He opened the obituary.

He read it.

He read it a second time.

He sat in the armchair by the window. He did not move. He did not, for a very long time, do anything at all.

When he stood up, eventually, it was to walk into the kitchen and put both hands flat on the counter, and to lean his weight on the counter for support, because his legs had begun, in the way that legs do when the body has not been told yet what to do with a piece of news, to give out.

He stayed at the counter for almost an hour.

He did not cry, that first hour. The crying would come later. The first hour was something else. The first hour was the weather of a man who had been waiting for forty-eight hours for one piece of information, and who had been given a different piece, and whose body was, in the weather of the kitchen with both hands flat on the counter, beginning to understand that the new piece of information was the only piece of information he was ever going to get.

He stood at the counter for an hour.

He did not, for the rest of the night, sleep.
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By Thursday afternoon Margot was worse.

The kidney injury had progressed. Her creatinine had climbed from a one-point-six on admission to a two-point-four by noon. Her potassium had drifted up. She had vomited four more times despite the IV ondansetron. The cramping had moved from her stomach into her lower abdomen and had become, by lunchtime, severe enough that she had asked for morphine, which Rich had heard her ask for from the chair beside the bed and which had registered on him as significant because Margot, he knew, almost never asked for pain medication, not even after she had broken her wrist mountain biking in their third year of marriage.

She had, in the intervals between the surges of nausea, become more lucid than she had been on Wednesday. The fluids had taken some of the edge off the dehydration. The fever was lower. She had spoken, briefly, to two of her old friends from the ER who had stopped by to see her on their way upstairs to start their morning shifts. She had spoken to her sister on the phone for ten minutes. She had not, in any of the small intervals of lucidity, registered with any specific interior alarm that what was happening to her was unusual. She had thought, in the slow tired way she thought when her body was misbehaving, that she would feel better tomorrow.

She had thought, in one of the small intervals around eleven in the morning, about Daniel.

She had thought about him with a guilt. She had not, since the dinner with Rich on Tuesday night, texted him. She had thought about texting him from the hospital room — she had her phone, it was on the bedside table — but she had thought, in the private register of a woman managing two lives at once, that texting him from the hospital with Rich in the chair beside her was a thing that could go wrong in ways she did not, at that moment, have the energy to plan for. She would text him when she was home. She would text him when this was over. She would, in the next several days, send him a message that explained that she had been sick and that she was, as of now, out of the woods. She would, after that, see him.

She had thought this, in the interval of lucidity around eleven, with the warm interior feeling that thinking of him produced in her even now, in a hospital bed with an IV in her arm and her body in some kind of revolt against itself.

She had thought, in the register that was a doctor’s register: I will be fine.

She had thought it the way patients think it, the way patients had thought it in front of her, in her own twelve years in the ER, for the entire twelve years. Patients thought I will be fine with a confidence that was, in her experience as the doctor, almost always proportional to the severity of the thing the patient was about to find out was wrong with them.

She did not, on Thursday at eleven in the morning, recognize that she was thinking like a patient.

She slept, after the interval of lucidity, until the team came in to round at twelve-fifteen.

The team had rounded on her at eleven. The attending — a man named Dr. Pereira, whom Rich had known for years and whom he respected — had listened to Priya’s presentation with his arms folded and his glasses pushed up onto his forehead. The differential, as Priya laid it out, was a viral gastroenteritis with secondary kidney injury, a possible early ischemic gut, an atypical infectious process, or an evolving inflammatory condition. The labs were nonspecific. The imaging — a noncontrast CT of the abdomen they had gotten at three in the morning — was unremarkable.

Pereira had nodded. He had turned to Rich, with the careful courtesy of an attending who knew that Rich was both the husband and a senior colleague.

“Rich. Anything you want to add.”

Rich had stood up from the chair. He had run a hand through his hair. He had produced the face of a man who was both an exhausted spouse and a clinician trying not to overstep.

“I — Pereira, I keep coming back to mesenteric ischemia. I know the CT didn’t show anything but the lactate trend bothers me. She’s been on Tagamet for years for her reflux. Her vascular history isn’t zero. I keep coming back to it.”

Pereira had considered. “We could do a CT angio.”

“I’d feel better.”

Pereira had nodded at Priya. “Let’s get a CTA.”

The CTA had been done at one. It had shown no evidence of mesenteric ischemia. The team had reconvened at two-thirty in the hallway outside Margot’s room, with Priya leading, with Pereira beside her, with the rest of the team — two interns and a sub-I — clustered around. Rich had come out of the room to be part of the conversation.

“The CTA is clean,” Priya said. “I’m thinking we cast a wider net. ID consult, maybe. Possibly rheum. I want to send the stool studies if she can produce one, and I want to send a viral panel — norovirus, rotavirus, the usual. I want a procalcitonin. I want to recheck the chemistry in six hours.”

“What about autoimmune,” Rich said.

The team looked at him.

“I’m just” — he held his hands up, the gesture of a man surrendering in advance to his own irrelevance — “I’m just thinking out loud. She has a cousin with lupus. Her mother had Hashimoto’s. I know it’s a long shot but if we’re casting a wider net it might be worth an ANA, a complement panel, maybe a vasculitis workup. I don’t want to drive the train. I just — I’d hate to miss something.”

Priya’s face did a thing. She was, Rich knew, deciding whether to defer.

“I think those are reasonable adds,” Pereira said. “Priya, why don’t you put those in too. Belt and suspenders. Rich, are you doing okay? Have you eaten?”

“I’m okay.”

“Go eat something. We’re watching her. Go eat.”

Rich had not gone to eat. He had gone back into the room and sat down in the chair beside the bed and taken Margot’s hand. She had been mostly asleep. He had looked at her face for a long time. He had thought about absolutely nothing.

He had thought, in the register he had been training, for two months, not to consult, about the way her hand had moved across the sheet at one in the morning and found his. He had thought about it for a long minute. He had filed it.

He had not, on Wednesday or Thursday, gone on the apps. He had not, in the accounting he kept, even checked the notification count. He had registered, in the register, that the not-checking was the feature of the performance that he had been most concerned about being able to maintain. He had maintained it without effort. The not-checking had not, in the long hours of the chair beside her bed, felt like a deprivation. It had felt like a professional clarity, the professional clarity of a man who was in the middle of a procedure and who could not, while the procedure was running, be elsewhere in his attention.

He had not, in the register, examined what the professional clarity meant. He had only allowed himself to register that it was present.

Priya, at the workstation outside the room, had ordered the labs Rich had suggested. She had ordered the ID consult. She had ordered the viral panel. She had not — because Rich had not suggested it, and because nothing in the clinical picture had specifically pushed her toward it — ordered a tox screen. The compound did not appear on a standard tox screen anyway. But she had not ordered any tox screen. She had not asked the question that would have, if she had asked it, eventually led to the question.

She would think about this for a long time afterward. She would replay this moment, with the rounding huddle outside Margot’s room in the hallway, with Rich’s hands held up in the helpless gesture of the colleague-spouse, with the autoimmune workup he had suggested and that she had agreed to, for the rest of her career.

She would think about how natural his suggestion had sounded. She would think about how it had not crossed her mind to wonder why the suggestion had been autoimmune and not toxic. She would think about how she had been raised, in her training, to defer to the senior attendings she worked with, and how that deference had extended, in the moment, to the senior attending in the chair beside the bed even though he was not, in that moment, the doctor.

She would think about a great many things.

By the end of Thursday Margot was on the cusp of needing the ICU.

By six in the evening her blood pressure had begun to drift down. By seven the team was considering pressors. By eight Priya had called Pereira at home and had asked, in the low voice of a chief resident who was trying not to wake a sleeping attending unnecessarily, whether the team should escalate.

Pereira had said, do it. Tonight, if she trends down further. Don’t wait until morning.

Priya had said, understood.

She had hung up. She had stood at the workstation outside Margot’s room for a long minute with her hand on the small plastic mouse and her eyes on the screen, which was showing Margot’s vital signs trend in a small thin red line that was, in the last six hours, indisputably pointed in the wrong direction.

Inside the room, Margot was sleeping. Rich was in the chair beside the bed. He had her hand in his. He had been holding her hand for almost an hour. His thumb was doing a small slow rhythmic stroke across the back of her hand, in the small absent gesture of a man whose attention was, in some way, elsewhere.

Margot, in her sleep, was dreaming.

She did not remember the dream when she woke up an hour later, but she would remember, in the small intervals of lucidity over the next twenty hours, that there had been a small bright thing in the dream that had been the color of the indigo in the Coptic textile fragment she had been working on the morning of the dinner. She would remember that the small bright thing had been moving toward her, slowly, in a steady arc, and that she had been reaching for it with her right hand, and that her hand in the dream had been her real hand, her left hand, the hand with the IV in it, the hand with the wedding ring still on the third finger.

She would not remember whether, in the dream, she had reached the small bright indigo thing.

She would not, in the small intervals of lucidity over the next twenty hours, ever remember.



16.

Priya could not sleep on Thursday night.

She lived in a one-bedroom apartment fifteen minutes from the hospital, in a building that had been a hosiery factory in the 1920s and that had been converted, in the early aughts, into the kind of lofts that residents could afford if they did not have children. Her windows faced east. She had been in the apartment for three years. She had been a chief resident for nine months. She was, by every measure she applied to herself, exactly where she was supposed to be.

She had grown up outside Houston, the older daughter of two physicians who had emigrated from Gujarat, raised in the certainty that medicine was how a person paid back the debt of their own arrival. She had not, in eighteen years of training, ever permitted herself to be average — not the friendships that had organized medical school, not the romances that had organized residency, nothing that would cost her hours or attention. Since making chief she had permitted herself a Saturday yoga class and a monthly dinner with her one close friend, and nothing else.

She got home from the hospital at eight-forty. She ate a bowl of cereal standing at the counter. She lay down on top of her bed in her scrubs with her phone face-down beside her, and she closed her eyes, and she did not sleep.

At eleven-thirty she got up. She made a cup of chamomile tea. She sat in the chair by the window with her laptop on her knees. She opened Margot’s chart on the hospital’s remote portal. She read through the notes. She read through the labs. She read through the vital signs trend, which she had read through three hours ago and which she read through again now.

She thought: something is wrong.

She thought: I do not know what is wrong.

She had been a doctor for six years. She was good at her job. She was good in the way that some doctors were good, which was not the way that Rich was good. Rich was good because he had a fluent command of the literature and a fast mind and the kind of confidence that made other people defer. Priya was good because she had a knot in her stomach when something was wrong, and the knot in her stomach was almost never wrong, and she had learned, in six years, to trust the knot more than she trusted the chart.

The knot was, at midnight on Thursday, very tight.

She made a list. She did this when she was stuck, which she had not been often. She wrote at the top of a yellow pad on the small kitchen table: MARGOT VALE — DIFFERENTIAL.

She wrote down everything the team had thought of. Viral gastroenteritis with secondary AKI. Bacterial gastroenteritis. Mesenteric ischemia (ruled out by CTA). Acute pancreatitis (ruled out by lipase). Atypical infection — she listed five. Autoimmune flare — she listed three.

She tapped the pen against the side of the pad. She wrote, at the bottom:

Toxic ingestion.

She looked at the words on the page for a long time.

She thought: Margot is an ER doctor. She would have noticed if she had taken something.

She thought: Margot is in a hospital with her husband by her side around the clock.

She thought: This is the kind of thing that does not happen to people like Margot.

She thought, with the small embarrassed care of a chief resident who did not want to be the chief resident who suggested an unhinged thing: I cannot say this on rounds tomorrow. I cannot say toxic ingestion in front of her husband. I cannot say it in front of Pereira. Pereira would say what.

She crossed out toxic ingestion on the page.

She drew a line through it twice.

She wrote, in the margin: broader infectious workup. EBV, CMV, Lyme, Q fever, parvovirus. Tick exposure?

She sat with the pad in front of her for another long minute.

She thought, in the private register she had been training to ignore for eighteen years: what if it is what I think it is.

She thought: what if I am the only person in the room who has thought it.

She thought: what if I do not say it tomorrow, and Margot dies, and three weeks later I find out that I had been right, and that the saying of it could have changed something.

She closed her eyes for a long minute. She put the pen down. She picked it up again. She wrote, very small, in the bottom corner of the page, in the handwriting she used when she was making a note that she wanted to remember without anyone else being able to read it:

ask about food in the last 48h. ask carefully.

She underlined the word carefully twice.

She closed the notebook. She went to bed. She did not sleep until three.

She dreamed, in the sleep she finally found at three, of a long open hospital corridor with the small fluorescent lights running in two parallel rows above her head, and at the end of the corridor was a door, and behind the door was something she was supposed to be looking at, and she was walking toward the door in the small slow weightless way one walks in dreams, and the corridor was getting longer the more she walked, and when she finally arrived at the door it was no longer a door but a wall, and the wall was painted a particular color of indigo that she did not, in waking life, recognize but that she would, when she described the dream to her therapist eight months later, remember in great precise detail.

She woke at six. She showered. She drove to the hospital.

In the morning, at rounds, she presented the broader infectious workup. Pereira agreed. Rich, in the chair beside the bed, nodded thoughtfully and said, “That’s a good list, Priya. That’s a really good list. I’m glad you thought of Q fever.”

She had stood at the foot of the bed with her clipboard in her hand and had registered, in the way she registered things, that he had said I’m glad you thought of Q fever and had not said I’m glad you thought of toxic ingestion, which was a thing he could not have said because she had not, in the morning’s rounds, mentioned it.

She had also not, in the morning’s rounds, asked Margot about food in the last 48 hours.

She had not asked because, by the time the team had assembled for rounds at seven-fifteen, Margot had been on pressors for two hours and her blood pressure was being maintained at borderline acceptable only by the small mechanical assistance of the norepinephrine, and her mental status had begun to drift in the way that mental status drifts when a body is undergoing the slow specific cascade of multi-organ failure, and asking her about food in the last 48 hours had not, at seven-fifteen, seemed to Priya like a question that was going to produce an useful answer.

She had moved on.

She would think about the moment, at seven-fourteen, when she had stood in the corridor outside Margot’s door with the notebook she had brought from home in her bag, and she had been about to walk into the room and ask Margot the question, and she had registered, in the half-second before she walked into the room, that Margot was on pressors, and that Margot was no longer entirely lucid, and that the question — Margot, can you tell me everything you ate in the forty-eight hours before you got sick — would be a question Margot might not, at seven-fourteen, be able to answer.

She had not asked.

She had walked into the room and had taken Margot’s hand and had asked her how she was feeling, and Margot had not, in the small slow tired voice of a woman whose body was beginning to let go of her, said much in response.

Priya would think, later — much later, in the months after the case became public and after she had begun to see the therapist twice a week — that the moment in the corridor at seven-fourteen had been the moment her life had bent. Not the moment at the kitchen table at midnight when she had crossed out toxic ingestion on the page. The moment at seven-fourteen, when she had been holding the notebook in her bag and had decided, in the weather of the seven-fourteen corridor, that the question was not worth the small possible disruption to the morning’s flow.

She would think: I had it.

She would think: I had it. I had it in my hand. I crossed it out at midnight and I crossed it out again at seven-fourteen, and the second crossing-out was the one that mattered.

She would not, in the months of seeing the therapist twice a week, ever entirely forgive herself for the second crossing-out.

She would not, in the years that followed, ever practice medicine the same way again. She would become, over the following decade, the kind of attending who asked the unhinged question on rounds. She would become the kind of attending who said toxic ingestion in front of a husband at the bedside. She would become the kind of attending whose chief residents found her, on her quieter days, exhausting, and who, on the days her chiefs were not exhausted by her, owed her the particular debt of an attending who had taught them to say the thing.

But that was much later.

That was years later.

On Friday morning at seven-fifteen she was twenty-eight years old and a chief resident in her ninth month, and her friend was dying in front of her, and she did not, in the weather of the seven-fifteen rounds, say the thing.

She presented the broader infectious workup.

Pereira approved it.

The team moved on to the next patient.

She would remember the moving-on for the rest of her life.
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Friday night Margot went to the ICU.

The transfer happened at nine forty-seven p.m., after a sustained decline that had been visible to everyone on the team for six hours and that had culminated, at eight-thirty, in a blood pressure of 78 over 44 that did not respond to a 500 milliliter bolus of saline. Pereira had been called from home. Pereira had said, get her upstairs. The transport team had wheeled her to the medical ICU on the seventh floor with Rich walking alongside the gurney holding her hand.

She had been mostly conscious. She had been confused. She had been in pain. She had not been talking much. She had looked up at Rich in the elevator and said, very quietly, “Rich, am I going to die.”

He had said, “No, honey. No. You’re going to be fine. The team is taking such good care of you.”

She had said, “Okay.”

She had not asked again.

She had not, in the elevator, looked at his face when he answered. She had looked, in the way her attention was working, at the ceiling of the elevator, which had a small cluster of fluorescent fixtures and a small water stain in one corner that she had not noticed in the previous twenty years of taking the elevator and that she now, in the small slow weightless register of her attention, found very interesting.

She had thought, in the elevator, about a Tuesday lunch from many weeks ago, when Daniel had been talking about the phenomenon of how people, on the cusp of unconsciousness, often found features of the visual field — a corner, a shadow, a pattern in the ceiling tile — and focused on them with the small fixed attention of a drowning swimmer focusing on a point of land. He had been telling her this, on the lunch, because he had read it in a book by an anesthesiologist that he had liked, and he had been telling her the features of the phenomenon with the attention he brought to most of the things that interested him.

She had thought, in the elevator, looking at the water stain in the ceiling of the elevator: Daniel was right about this.

She had thought, in the elevator, looking at the water stain: I should have texted him.

She had not, in the elevator, been afraid. The body, when it was failing as her body was failing, produced its own small low opiate weather to compensate, and she had been drifting on the small low opiate weather for several hours, and the absence of fear was, in the register that she was still able to consult intermittently, very strange. She had been a doctor for twelve years. She knew what dying looked like. She had not, before the elevator, ever known what it felt like to be in it. She had thought, in advance, that dying would feel like fear. It did not, on the cusp of the elevator door opening on the seventh floor, feel like fear. It felt like a small slow disengagement, like the small slow disengagement of a long meeting that was finally winding down.

She thought, in the interval before the elevator opened: Daniel.

She thought: I am sorry.

She thought: I did not know it was going to be this fast.

The elevator opened.

In the ICU they had started her on pressors. They had placed a central line. They had placed an arterial line. They had broadened her antibiotics to cover for an unidentified bacterial source. They had begun to talk, in the voices that ICU teams used at the bedsides of patients who were not going to be told what they were saying, about the possibility of intubation if her respiratory status declined further.

Rich had sat in the chair in the corner of the room. He had been there for sixty-four hours by then, sleeping in increments of forty-five minutes, eating granola bars from the family lounge, drinking coffee that the nurses brought him without his having to ask. He looked, by Friday night, the way a man whose wife was dying was supposed to look. His face was gray. His shirt was the same shirt he had been wearing since Wednesday morning. There was a small streak of dried something on the right cuff that he did not remember acquiring. He had not shaved since Monday.

He was tired. He was tired in a way he had not, in advance, accounted for. The tired had begun, somewhere on Thursday afternoon, to become a thing he was carrying in his actual body — a small low hum in the back of his sternum, a tremor in his hands that he had been concealing for several hours by keeping his hands either in his pockets or wrapped around a paper cup. He had registered the tired with the professional attention he had been bringing to the entire performance, and he had registered, in the same attention, that the tired was not, by itself, a threat. He had told himself: another twenty-four hours. He had told himself: you can do another twenty-four hours.

He had not told himself that the twenty-four hours would, in the register of his actual body, feel like seventy-two.

The ICU attending, a woman named Dr. Halpern whom Rich did not know well, had pulled him aside in the corridor at ten-fifteen.

“Rich. I want to talk to you about goals of care.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not saying we are there. I’m saying I want to know what you and Margot have talked about. If she continues to decline. If we get to a point where we are talking about intubation, dialysis, escalation of pressors.”

“She wouldn’t want to be kept alive on a machine.”

“She has an advance directive?”

“Yes. We both do. We wrote them when we were trying to have a kid. She would want comfort. She would not want — she would not want to be a chronic case.”

Halpern had nodded. She had put a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry, Rich. I’m so sorry this is happening. We are going to do everything we can.”

“I know.”

“Have you called her sister?”

“I’ll call her now.”

He had walked down to the family lounge. He had taken his phone out. He had stood at the window looking down at the parking lot. He had called Margot’s sister Jen, who lived in a city six hundred miles away and who he had not spoken to directly in possibly four months.

“Jen, it’s Rich.”

There was a pause on the other end. He could hear, in the background, a television playing the news.

“Rich. What’s wrong.”

“It’s Margot. She’s — Jen, she’s in the ICU. She came in Wednesday night with what we thought was a stomach bug and she has gotten progressively worse and she’s now in the ICU on pressors and they don’t know what it is. I think you should come.”

The pause on the other end was longer this time.

“You think I should come.”

“Yes.”

“How sick is she, Rich.”

“She’s very sick.”

“How sick.”

“Jen. Please come.”

He heard her exhale. He heard the television go off.

“I’ll be on the first flight in the morning.”

“Thank you.”

“Rich.”

“Yes.”

“Is she — has she said anything. About me.”

“She’s been mostly asleep. She knows you love her. She’s always known you love her.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He hung up. He stood at the window for a long minute looking down at the parking lot. He thought about absolutely nothing. He went back to the ICU.

He sat in the chair in the corner of her room. He watched the mechanical work of the team. He watched the nurse change the IV bags. He watched the respiratory therapist check the small mask over her mouth and nose. He watched the small slow drift of her chest, which had begun, in the last hour, to do the shallow thing that chests did when the lungs were starting to fail.

At two in the morning the team intubated her.

It had not been an emergency intubation. She had not, in the small slow disengagement of the last six hours, gone into respiratory arrest. She had simply, in the rhythm of the failing, reached a point where the team had agreed that her respiratory drive was no longer sustainable without mechanical assistance, and Halpern had come into the room and had stood at the foot of the bed and had said, in the voice she used for these things, Rich. I think we need to intubate her.

Rich had nodded.

He had stepped out of the room. He had stood in the corridor with his back against the wall while the team worked. The intubation had taken six minutes. It had gone well. When the team had finished and the small plastic tube had been secured to her cheek with the small white adhesive strip and the ventilator had begun its own mechanical breath in her chest, Halpern had come out of the room and had put a hand on his shoulder and had said, she’s settled. We’ll let her rest now.

He had nodded.

He had gone back in. He had sat in the chair beside the bed. He had taken her hand. He had held her hand. He had looked at her face, which was now the small still face of a woman with a tube in her throat and the small white adhesive strip across her cheek and her eyes closed, and he had thought, in the interior register he had been training, for two months, not to consult: I am sorry.

He had not, in advance, planned to think it. He had not thought it on purpose. It had arrived, in the interior register, without his permission.

He had filed it.

He had not let himself feel it. He had let it pass through. He had returned to the professional attention he had been bringing, for sixty-four hours, to the chair beside her bed.

He had sat with her until five in the morning.

At five he had gone down to the parking garage. He had sat in his car for an hour. He had not slept. He had not, in the hour in the car, opened the phone. He had only sat with both hands on the wheel and looked at the small concrete wall in front of him, and he had not, the entire hour, done anything.

At six he had gone back upstairs.

Jen arrived on Saturday morning at eleven-thirty.
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Jen arrived on Saturday morning at eleven-thirty.

She was forty-one years old, three years older than Margot, and she had the same dark hair and the same long fingers and the same way of standing very still when she was trying to take in a situation she did not yet understand. She walked into the ICU room with her coat still on and her overnight bag in her hand, and she stopped at the foot of the bed, and she looked at her sister, and she put her hand over her mouth.

Margot opened her eyes. The pressors were holding her pressure at borderline. She had been intubated nine hours ago, after her respiratory rate had climbed past forty and her oxygen saturation had begun to drift, and the tube in her throat was now doing the work that her own muscles could not do. She could not speak. She could see. She saw her sister. She lifted her right hand off the sheet — the hand without the arterial line — and she reached toward her.

Jen dropped her bag. She crossed to the bed. She took her sister’s hand. She held it with both of her hands. She bent over and pressed her forehead against the back of her sister’s hand and did not move for a long time.

Rich stood at the doorway. He watched this. He felt nothing in particular.

He felt nothing in particular, and the not-feeling registered to him, in the register he was now consulting almost constantly, as the feature of his interior that he had been counting on for two months. He had been counting on the not-feeling. He had been counting on it the way he had been counting on his own hands not shaking. The not-feeling had been a resource. The not-feeling was, in this exact moment, the thing that allowed him to remain at the doorway with the steady face of a husband who had been sitting at his wife’s bedside for almost five days.

Jen looked up after a long minute. Her face was wet. She looked at Rich over her sister’s body in the bed.

“What happened.”

“They don’t know.”

“How can they not know.”

“Jen. I’ve been here every minute. They have run every test. They have done every consult. They don’t know.”

She held his gaze. He had always thought that Jen looked at him in a particular way. She had looked at him in this particular way for nine years. She looked at him now in the particular way she had always looked at him, and he held the look, and she looked away first, back down at her sister.

She squeezed Margot’s hand. Margot squeezed back. It was a small squeeze. It was the last thing Margot ever did with her hand that anyone could have called a communication.

Jen would remember the squeeze. She would remember it on the day the police would call her, three weeks later, and tell her what they thought had happened, and she would, at her kitchen table six hundred miles away, with the phone pressed against her ear, close her eyes and feel the small pressure of her sister’s fingers against her palm, and she would not be surprised.

She would not be surprised at all.

She would think, in the moment of the not-being-surprised, that her sister had said it to her. She would think that the small squeeze had been a message. She would think that her sister, lying in the ICU bed with the tube in her throat and the small white adhesive strip across her cheek and her body in the slow specific cascade of an organ failure she had not understood, had reached for the only person in the room who would, eventually, ask the question Margot herself could not ask, and had squeezed.

Jen would carry the squeeze for the rest of her life.

Jen would not, in the moment at the bedside on the Saturday morning, know any of this yet. She knew only the weight of her sister’s hand in her own. She knew the way her sister’s eyes had moved, when she had walked into the room, in the patient way of a body that was conserving the last small amount of attention it had left. She knew that her sister was dying. She had known her sister was dying from the moment Rich had called her on Friday night, and the certainty had clarified itself in the eight hours she had spent in the airport and on the plane and in the rental car and in the elevator up to the seventh floor, and the certainty had arrived in the final shape of a thing she had always, in some interior, known would one day arrive.

She sat down in the chair beside the bed. She kept her sister’s hand in hers. She did not move for a long time.

Rich stood at the doorway for another minute. Then he came into the room. He sat in the other chair, the smaller one, on the far side of the bed. He did not, for a long time, say anything.

The afternoon passed in the way that afternoons pass in ICUs at the bedsides of patients who are not going to wake up. The nurse came in and changed the IV bags. The respiratory therapist came in and adjusted the small dial on the ventilator. Halpern came in and stood at the foot of the bed for a long minute and asked Jen if she had any questions, and Jen had said no, not yet, and Halpern had said I am sorry, and Halpern had left.

Margot drifted, in the way the body drifts when it is no longer doing very much of its own work. The opiate she had been on for the cramping had been continued at a low rate. The sedative the team had started for the intubation had been continued at a low rate. She was not, in any sense that anyone in the room would have been able to confirm, conscious. She was not, in any sense that anyone in the room would have been able to confirm, unconscious. She was in the layer between the two registers, and in the layer her attention was, in intervals, doing things that Rich and Jen would not have been able to see.

She was thinking, in the layer, about her mother.

She was thinking, in the layer, about the meteor shower in the desert.

She was thinking, in the layer, about a small carved wooden bird that Jen had given her, the previous Christmas, that sat on a shelf in her living room and that she had not, in the previous two months, looked at often enough.

She was thinking, in the layer, about a man named Daniel who had a soft mouth and a copy of Middlemarch that smelled like a basement.

She was thinking about her tapestry. She was thinking, in the layer, about the stag that was running, in the lower right corner, toward the lower border, and she was thinking that the stag had been running, when she had last seen it, in a direction that no longer made sense to her, and she was wondering, in the layer of her attention, whether the stag had been running away from something or toward something, and she was not, in the layer, able to remember.

She was thinking, with the clarity that the layer produced, that she had not finished her work. She had not finished the tapestry. She had not finished the letter she had been intending, in the next several weeks, to write to her sister. She had not finished the conversation she had been intending, in the next several weeks, to have with her husband. She had not finished the architecture she had been building, in the interior of her attention, of the life she had not yet had with the man she had decided to leave her husband for.

She thought, in the layer: I have not finished.

She thought: I had so much more to do.

She thought, in the layer that was now beginning to compress: I am sorry.

She did not, in the layer, know who she was apologizing to.

The afternoon went on. The hospital made the mechanical sounds the hospital made. The light through the window of the ICU room changed slowly through the gray afternoon. At three the rain started up again. At three-thirty her blood pressure began, even on the maximum pressor dose, to drift.

Halpern came in at three-forty-five. She stood at the foot of the bed for a long minute. She looked at the monitor. She looked at Margot. She looked at Rich and Jen in the two chairs on opposite sides of the bed.

She said, very quietly, we are at the point.

Jen looked at her.

“What does that mean.”

“It means her pressure is no longer responding to escalation. She is in the final cascade. We can keep going. We can add a second pressor. We can add a third. We can dialyze her. We can do all of these things, but I do not think — I do not think we will, in doing them, prevent the outcome. I think we will only prolong it.”

Jen looked at Rich.

She said, “Rich.”

He said, “She would not want.”

He said, “She would not want this.”

Jen looked back at Halpern. She nodded. She could not, in the moment, find words.

Halpern said, “I am going to step out and let you have a few minutes. The team will come back in to make her comfortable. We will not stop the medications she is on. We will simply stop the escalation, and we will manage her pain and her breathing, and we will let — we will let her be at peace.”

Jen nodded again.

Halpern stepped out.

Jen got up out of her chair. She came around the bed. She sat down on the edge of the bed. She took her sister’s face in both her hands. She bent over her sister. She said, very quietly, into her sister’s ear, Mar. Mar. I’m here. I love you. I love you. I love you. I have loved you since we were children. I will love you for the rest of my life. I will love you in every way you taught me to love you. I am here. I am with you. You are not alone.

She did not, after the first round, stop. She kept saying it. She said it for almost three minutes. I am here. I love you. You are not alone. She did not vary the words. She did not need to. She was, in the way of women at the deathbeds of women they have loved their entire lives, doing the final work of being a sister.

Rich watched.

He did not, in the interior register he was now consulting almost constantly, feel anything in particular.

He had thought, in advance, that he might. He had thought, in the architecture of the plan, that there would be a moment near the end when his own body would surprise him with a feeling that would require management. He had been preparing for the management. He had not, in advance, accounted for the possibility that the management would not be required. He had not, in advance, accounted for the feature of his own interior that had been, in the last forty-eight hours, registering to him with the professional clarity that he had been bringing to most of his interior life for many years: that there was, in his own private interior, on the day of his wife’s dying, nothing in particular to manage.

He had loved her. He understood this, in the interior register he was now consulting almost constantly. He had loved her in the small bruised tired way that men love wives they have stopped looking at, and he was about to lose her, and the losing was not, in his own private interior, the loss he had thought, in advance, it might be.

He felt, instead, in the interior register, the weight of an obligation about to be discharged.

He felt, in the interior register, the weight of a procedure about to be completed.

He did not, in the interior register, feel grief.

He did not feel, in the interior register, anything that he could have named in language as grief.

He filed this. He stood up from his chair. He came around the bed. He stood beside Jen, who was still bent over Margot’s face, who was still saying I am here. I love you. You are not alone. He put his hand on Margot’s leg, on the small soft blanket the nurse had pulled up over her at three o’clock, and he kept it there.

The team came back in at four. They titrated up the small infusion of fentanyl. They stopped the escalation. They turned off the small intermittent beep of the monitor at Jen’s quiet request. They left the room.

It took eleven minutes.

Margot died on Saturday afternoon at four-seventeen.
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The room was very quiet.

The ventilator had been turned off at four-eleven. The pressors had been stopped at four-fourteen. The monitor at the head of the bed had been silenced, on Jen’s request, an hour earlier, and the small low red numerals that had been climbing and falling had been climbing and falling without sound for the entire eleven minutes.

At four-seventeen Halpern had been at the foot of the bed with her fingers on Margot’s wrist. Halpern had looked up. Halpern had looked at Jen, and then she had looked at Rich, and then she had said, very quietly, she is gone.

Jen had not, in the moment, moved.

She had stayed bent over her sister’s face with her hands on her sister’s cheeks and her own forehead pressed against her sister’s forehead, in the position she had held for the entire eleven minutes, and she had not, in the moment of Halpern’s saying she is gone, changed the position. She had stayed bent over. She had stayed silent. She had, in the way that women hold dead women they have loved their entire lives, simply held.

Rich had been beside Jen with his hand on Margot’s leg. He had let his hand stay where it was for another moment. Then he had taken it off. He had stepped back from the bed. He had crossed his arms across his chest in the way that men cross their arms when they do not, in advance, know what to do with their arms.

Halpern had stood at the foot of the bed for a long minute without speaking. She had been a critical care attending for sixteen years. She had been at the bedsides of many deaths. She had developed, over the sixteen years, a habit of not speaking immediately after a death, of giving the room the interval that a death deserved. She gave Jen and Rich the interval.

After perhaps two minutes she said, very quietly:

“I am so sorry. I am so sorry.”

Jen, against her sister’s forehead, made a small sound.

It was not, exactly, a sob. It was an exhalation that Jen would not, in any of the years that followed, be able to reproduce. It was the sound that the body produced at the moment it understood, in the actual involuntary register of breath, that a person who had been in the world for forty-one years had just stopped being in the world.

She did not move for a long time after the sound.

Rich watched her. He watched the way her shoulders held themselves. He watched the way her hands stayed on her sister’s cheeks. He watched the wetness of her face on the back of his sister-in-law’s neck where her cheek was pressed into the small soft place between Margot’s shoulder and Margot’s jaw.

He had cried, when Halpern had said she is gone. He had cried, he understood with the part of himself that was always watching, the correct amount. Not too little. Not so much that the team would later remember it as performance. He had cried with his face in his hands for perhaps twenty seconds, and then he had wiped his face with the back of his wrist, and he had nodded at Halpern, and he had said thank you. Thank you all. Thank you so much.

He had walked to the bed. He had looked at his wife. Her face was very still. The tube was still in her throat, although the small white adhesive strip had begun, in the eleven minutes, to come slightly loose at one corner where the breath of the ventilator had no longer been pulling against it. Her eyes were closed. The arterial line on her wrist was still in place, still attached to the dark line that ran up to the pressure transducer that no longer registered anything.

He had touched her cheek with the back of his fingers. He had bent and kissed her forehead. He had stood for a long minute with his hand on her forearm.

He had thought: that’s it.

He had thought: the first part is over.

Jen had come to him then. She had straightened up, slowly, in the way of a woman who had been bent over a body for fifteen minutes and whose own back had begun to register the angle. She had stepped away from the bed. She had walked around the foot of the bed to where Rich was standing. She had put her arms around him.

He had returned the hug.

They had stood like that for perhaps thirty seconds, in the middle of the ICU room, with Margot in the bed beside them.

“Rich.”

“Jen.”

“What do we do now.”

“I’ll handle everything. I’ll handle the calls. I’ll handle the arrangements. You don’t have to do anything except be here.”

“Thank you.”

“She loved you so much.”

“I know.”

She had pulled back. She had wiped her face on the sleeve of her sweater. She had looked at him for a long second.

She had not, in the long second, said anything.

She had only looked.

Rich had registered the look. He had filed it.

The chaplain had come in. There had been the small protocols of the ICU death — the form to sign, the conversation about the funeral home, the question of organ donation that Halpern had asked with great care and that Rich had declined with great care on the grounds that nobody knew what had killed her and that he did not want her organs to put another family through this. Halpern had agreed. Halpern had said that’s very thoughtful, Rich.

Jen had said, in a small flat voice, yes. That’s thoughtful.

Rich had not, in the moment, registered the inflection of Jen’s voice.

He would not, in the months that followed, ever forget it.

He had left the room at five-thirty. Jen had stayed. He had walked down the long ICU corridor past the nurses’ station where two of the nurses had come out from behind the desk and hugged him, past the family lounge where he had spent so many of the last five days, past the elevator he had taken so many times in the last five days, and he had taken the stairs instead, all seven flights down to the lobby, because he had wanted to be alone for a few minutes inside the steady mechanical rhythm of his own descent.

At the bottom of the stairwell he had stopped on the small concrete landing in front of the door to the lobby. He had stood for a moment with his hand on the door handle. He had taken his phone out of his pocket. He had woken it up.

There were forty-three new messages.

Some of them were from colleagues. Some of them were from friends. Some of them were the accumulation of notifications he had been ignoring for five days — the bank, the cable bill, a delivery from Amazon. He scrolled past all of these.

At the bottom of the list, the most recent notification, was the app.

It said: You have 7 new matches.

He looked at this for a long second.

He thought, in the interior register, the thing he had not, in the previous five days, thought even once.

He thought: I am back.

He thought: the performance has gone exactly the way I planned for it to go.

He thought: I am, by every measure I can think to apply, in the clear.

He put the phone back in his pocket. He pushed open the door. He walked out into the lobby. He walked across the lobby. He walked out the front door. He walked across the parking lot to his car. He sat in the driver’s seat for a minute with his hands on the wheel and his eyes closed.

He thought, with the professional clarity that had been with him for the entire five days:

I did this.

He thought:

I did this and nobody saw.

He thought:

I am the only person in the world who knows.

He felt, sitting in the driver’s seat with his hands on the wheel and his eyes closed, the dopamine return that he had not felt in many weeks. It returned in an exact dose. It registered to him with the familiar weight of the rush, the rush he had been counting on for twenty years, the rush he had thought, for a brief period in January, that the machine had stopped delivering.

The machine, he understood with the clarity of a man who had spent five days proving it to himself, was not broken.

The machine had been waiting for a project worthy of it.

He opened his eyes. He started the car. He drove home.

The first part was over.

The performance was just beginning.





PART THREE — THE PERFORMANCE
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The first forty-eight hours were logistics.

He had been ready for this. He had read, in February, in the hours of his planning, a book by a hospice nurse about the practical work of the days after a death. He had absorbed the order of operations. He understood the choreography. The funeral home would come for the body. The body would be moved to a cold room. The death certificate, signed by Dr. Halpern in the ICU, would be filed with the county. The funeral home would walk the surviving spouse through the choice between burial and cremation. The funeral home would arrange the venue, the flowers, the obituary. The funeral home would, if asked, suggest a pastor or a celebrant. The funeral home would do almost everything if you asked it to, and Rich, who had asked, was finding the experience of being a widower easier in some respects than he had expected.

He had chosen Brennan & Sons, a small family-owned firm in the eastern part of the city that had done his grandfather’s funeral seven years ago. He had called them from the kitchen on Saturday night at nine-fifteen, and a woman named Margaret Brennan, who was the daughter-in-law of the founder and who ran the cremation services side of the business, had answered the phone in the careful low voice of a person whose job it was to be calm at strange hours.

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Dr. Vale.”

“Thank you.”

“We can come for her tonight if you’d like, or first thing in the morning. Whatever is easier.”

“Tonight, please. I’d like — I think I’d like for her to be moved tonight.”

“Of course.”

“And, Margaret. I want to ask about cremation.”

“Yes.”

“Margot had been very clear with me about her wishes. She did not want to be buried. She had a complicated relationship with the idea. I’d like to move forward with cremation as soon as the documentation allows.”

“Of course. The death certificate has to be filed and cleared with the county, which usually takes two business days. Then there’s a state-mandated forty-eight-hour wait period from the time of death before cremation can be performed. So at the earliest we’d be looking at Wednesday or Thursday morning.”

“Saturday.”

“I’m sorry?”

“I’d like the cremation to happen Saturday morning, if possible. The following Saturday. That gives us six days for the documentation and lets us hold the memorial service on Friday afternoon. I’d like the cremation to happen the morning after the service. I think she would have wanted it that way.”

There was a small pause on the other end.

“That’s a — that’s a reasonable timeline, Dr. Vale. We can certainly accommodate that. Saturday morning would be fine.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“Would you like to come in tomorrow to discuss the service?”

“Yes.”

“What time.”

“Ten.”

“I’ll see you at ten.”

He had hung up. He had stood at the kitchen counter for a long minute with his hand on the phone. He had thought: Saturday. Six days. Done.

He had thought: the house is very quiet.

He had thought: Jen is at the hospital still. She’ll be home in an hour. I have an hour.

He had picked up his phone. He had opened the app. He had not swiped yet. He had just looked at the notification count. Eleven new matches. He had felt, looking at the notification count, the professional satisfaction that came back into him for the first time in five days. The machine was, he understood, still online. The machine had been waiting for him.

He had not opened the app further. He had put the phone back on the counter. He had gone upstairs and taken a long shower. He had stood under the water for fifteen minutes and let the water run hot enough to burn slightly across his back, and he had thought, with the satisfaction of a man who had executed something difficult, that he had been very good. That he had been, in fact, exceptional. That the next ten days would require sustained performance but that he had, in the last five days, demonstrated his capacity for sustained performance, and that there was no reason he could not continue to demonstrate it.

He had not factored, in his accounting, for the fatigue. He had factored for everything else.

The fatigue had begun to register, in the shower, as a small new specific feature. He had been tired. He had been tired in a way he had thought was the normal tired of a man who had been sleeping in a recliner for sixty-four hours. He had been wrong about that. The tired in the shower was a different tired. The tired in the shower was the tired of a man who had been performing a single role at the absolute upper limit of his capacity for performance, for an interval many times longer than he had previously performed any role, and the muscle of the performance had begun, in the decompression of the hot water, to register that it had been overused.

He had not, in the shower, examined this. He had only registered it. He had told himself, in the private accounting, that the next ten days would require him to manage the muscle, and that the management was a thing he could do.

He had told himself this in the small confident way that a man who has not yet failed at a thing tells himself he can do the thing.

He had been wrong about the management. He would not know this for ten more days. The not-knowing was, in the way of these things, the feature that allowed him to continue.

Jen had come home at ten-thirty. She had let herself in with the spare key. She had stood in the front hall in her coat for a long minute. He had come down the stairs to meet her. She had let him hug her. She had not hugged him back with any particular warmth, but she had let herself be hugged, and he had registered this, in the small back room of his attention where he registered everything, and he had filed it away.

She had slept in the guest room. He had slept in the bed he had shared with his wife.

He had not slept much. He had not slept poorly because of grief. He had not slept poorly at all, in the sense of suffering — he had slept poorly only in the sense that his sleep had been thin and patchy, the way sleep is for people whose attention is partly elsewhere. At three in the morning he had gotten up to use the bathroom and had checked the app on the way back to bed. Thirteen new matches by then. He had not swiped. He had only looked.

Sunday morning he and Jen had gone to Brennan & Sons. They had sat in a small wood-paneled office with Margaret Brennan, who had walked them through the options with great kindness and great efficiency. She was a woman in her early sixties with iron-gray hair cut short and a posture of patience that the work had cultivated in her over thirty-three years. She had a small framed photograph on her desk of two grandchildren in matching striped shirts. She had a small box of tissues at the corner of her desk that had been opened, Rich noted, in a way that suggested she had recently replaced it.

They had chosen an urn — a simple matte black ceramic that Jen had wanted and that Rich had said was perfect. They had chosen a venue for the memorial — the small chapel at the medical school where Rich and Margot had met. They had chosen a date and a time for the service. They had chosen the music. They had chosen the readings. Jen had chosen most of these things. Rich had agreed.

Margaret had asked, at the end, if Rich wanted to view the body before cremation.

“No,” Rich had said.

“It is very common for families to want a private viewing —”

“I want to remember her the way she was.”

“Of course, Dr. Vale. Of course.”

Jen had said, “I would like to see her.”

Margaret had nodded. They had scheduled the viewing for Tuesday morning. Jen alone.

In the car on the way home, with the rain coming down hard on the windshield and the wipers going, Jen had said, “Rich, can I ask you something.”

“Yes.”

“Why are you in such a hurry.”

He had not taken his eyes off the road. He had calibrated, in the interval between her question and his answer, very carefully.

“I’m not in a hurry, Jen. I am following what Margot wanted.”

“Six days, Rich.”

“Six days is what the state requires. I asked Margaret to do it on the earliest available Saturday. The service is Friday. I want it to be — I want it to be one weekend. I want it to be one weekend of doing this, and then I want to start trying to figure out how to live the rest of my life.”

She had looked at him from the passenger seat. He had felt her look. He had not turned his head.

She had said, very quietly, “Okay, Rich.”

She had not said anything else for the rest of the drive.

She had said it, however, in a way that registered to him, in the register he was now consulting almost constantly, as the way of a woman who had been raised to bear witness and who had decided, on the rainy drive home, that she was going to bear witness whether he liked it or not.

He had filed this.

He would, in the next eight days, register many of these small specific filings. He would register that his sister-in-law, who had never liked him, was now beginning to look at him with an attention that had not been in her previous looks. He would register that her attention was, in the way of a sister whose sister had just died, very steady. He would register that she was watching him in the way that he had been watching Margot for the previous five months — without seeming to, while doing other things, with one eye permanently sidelong on the rhythm.

He would not, in the accounting, allow himself to register what the attention meant.

He would tell himself, in the interior, that Jen was grieving, and that grieving people watched other grieving people the way patients on a telemetry monitor watched the small green line, and that the watching was a feature of the grief and not a feature of the suspicion.

He would be wrong about this.

He would not, in the eight days that followed, ever realize how wrong.

Sunday afternoon the calls began. They came in waves. Colleagues from the hospital. Friends from medical school. His mother, who had wept on the phone for twenty minutes. Margot’s college roommate. A neighbor. The chief of medicine. Pereira. Sarah Chen. Halpern. Beatrice from triage. Tomás. A nurse from the ICU whose name he did not remember but who had been there at the end. They all said the same things, in the same order, and he received the calls and the texts and the emails with the same gentle gratitude, the same broken steady voice, the same small offered humility of a man who could not believe what had happened.

Between the calls he was on his phone. Not on the app, yet — he had decided, in some half-conscious calculation, to wait a few more days — but doing the small administrative work that the open app of his life required. He read his messages. He archived some. He answered others. He swiped through Instagram. He looked at his email. He looked at the app once or twice, just to see the notification count climb. Sunday afternoon it was at twenty-two. Sunday night it was at twenty-nine.

On Tuesday morning, three days after Margot’s death and three days before the memorial service, he matched with a woman named Hannah Pham.

It was nine fifty-three in the morning. Jen was at the funeral home for the private viewing. Rich was in the kitchen with a cup of coffee and his phone on the counter. He had opened the app, finally, on an impulse he did not examine, and he was swiping idly through new matches with the small unfocused attention that he applied to most of his free time when he was alone.

He paused on Hannah.

She was thirty-four. She had three photos. The first was a clean shot of her face — dark hair cut to her jaw, brown eyes, a mouth. The second was a photo of her on a hiking trail with a panoramic view behind her. The third was a photo of her at what looked like a wedding, in a green dress, laughing. Her bio said: Commercial real estate. Two nieces, one cat. Looking for someone interesting.

He swiped right.

The little gold star appeared in the upper right corner. It’s a match.

He smiled at the screen. He stood for a moment with his hand on the counter. He thought, with the professional satisfaction that had been returning to him in increments over the last several days, that he was beginning, again, to be a man whose life was working.

He opened the chat.

He typed: Hi Hannah. Rich here. Long Tuesday morning calls for new conversations. What’s the most interesting thing in your week so far?

He sent it.

He set the phone down. He drank his coffee. He thought about absolutely nothing.

The phone buzzed three minutes later.

He picked it up and read her reply.

The performance, although he did not know it, had begun to end.
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The memorial service was on Friday at two in the afternoon at the chapel of the medical school.

The chapel held two hundred people. It was full. There were people standing in the back. There were people standing in the small vestibule with the door propped open. There were chairs that had been brought in from the adjoining auditorium and arranged in two extra rows at the back. The hospital had, in the way the hospital did these things, mobilized in force.

Rich stood at the door and received people. He shook hands. He accepted hugs. He thanked everyone for coming. He looked, by every account that would be later given of him at this service, exactly the way a husband of nine years was supposed to look — gray-faced, hollow-eyed, immaculately dressed in a black suit that fit him perfectly, a small white rose pinned to his lapel.

Jen stood beside him. She had not slept well in five days. Her face was the face of a person to whom something had happened and who had not yet found the shape of what to do with it. She accepted hugs. She nodded. She did not, when people offered the small ritual condolences, manage to say very much in return.

She watched Rich.

She watched him for the entire forty minutes that the receiving line lasted. She watched him calibrate his face to each new arrival — the deeper sadness for the closer friends, the brisk respectful grief for the colleagues, the small broken vulnerability for the older women who had loved her sister and who needed, for their own sakes, to be reassured that her sister had been loved by her husband. She watched him do this with the same fluid competence she had watched him exercise at family Christmases for almost a decade, and at his fortieth birthday party two years ago, and at his and Margot’s wedding ten years ago in a small ceremony on a beach in Oregon, where she had stood up and made a speech that had not landed the way she had wanted it to.

She watched him, in the receiving line, and the knot in her stomach that had been there since Saturday night tightened by a small increment, and she did not say anything.

There were many things she had begun to register in the previous six days that she had not, in any sense she would have been able to articulate to herself, allowed herself to look at directly. She had registered that Rich had not, in the five days she had been in his house, cried for more than thirty seconds at any specific time. She had registered that Rich had been checking his phone in the intervals when he thought she was not watching. She had registered that Rich had asked the funeral home to schedule the cremation at the absolute earliest possible window. She had registered that Rich had, on Monday afternoon, gone for a long walk around the neighborhood by himself for almost two hours, and that he had come back from the walk with a lift in his shoulders that she had not, at any point in the previous nine years, associated with grieving people.

She had registered all of this. She had said nothing. She had learned early, from her sister, how to hold a thing and wait.

In the back row of the chapel, in the very last seat against the aisle, was a man she did not know.

He had come in late. He had been the last to take his seat, and he had taken a seat in the back specifically — she could see, from where she was standing at the door, that there had been other empty seats further forward, and that this man had walked past them and chosen the back. He was in his early forties. He was wearing a dark gray jacket over a black shirt. He had a soft face that did not appear to be beautiful at any point in its life. He was holding, in his lap, a small folded program with a photograph of Margot on the cover.

He was looking at the photograph.

Jen watched him from the door. She watched him for a full minute. She watched the way his shoulders moved when he breathed. She watched the way he raised one hand, briefly, to the corner of his eye, and then lowered it.

She thought, with a small clean private clarity: that’s him.

She did not know who him was. She had no information. She had only the rhythm of her sister’s voice on the phone for the last four months, and the way her sister had laughed in a way she had not laughed in years, and the accumulation of evasions and silences her sister had been performing about a name she had not, ever, mentioned. Jen had not asked. Margot had not told. They had loved each other in a way that did not require the asking and telling.

Jen thought, watching the man in the back row: she had this. She thought: she had this in the last months of her life. She thought, with a small fierce private gratitude: thank god.

The service began at two-ten. Rich gave the eulogy.

He spoke for nine minutes. He had written the eulogy himself, in the hours of Wednesday night, sitting at the kitchen table with a glass of bourbon and a yellow legal pad, and he had revised it three times until the rhythm was exactly right. He spoke about Margot’s intelligence. He spoke about her hands. He spoke about the way she had laughed at her own jokes before anyone else had. He spoke about the textiles, about the patience, about the museum. He spoke about the way she had decided, on a dare from a college roommate, to take the MCAT, and how that decision had changed the entire shape of her life and his. He spoke about the night they had met, and he was honest about the humiliation, and the chapel laughed, in the small soft way that funeral chapels laugh, and Rich looked up from the page and smiled the small tired smile of a man who had told a true story about the woman he had loved.

He did not cry at the lectern. He cried twice, once near the beginning and once near the end, in the small controlled way of a man who was holding himself together for two hundred people, and the chapel registered these moments with the small empathic shifts in posture that congregations make, and Rich rode them, and he ended with a line he had spent forty-five minutes writing, which was: I did not have her long enough, and I had her exactly long enough to know that no one ever would have.

He came down from the lectern. He sat next to Jen in the front pew. The chapel sang a hymn that he did not know the words to. The chaplain spoke briefly. The chapel sang another hymn.

In the back row, Daniel Hoyt did not sing.

He had been raised, in his small Ohio childhood, to sing in church. He had not, in the previous twenty years, sung in a church. He had not known, until the chapel had begun to sing the first hymn, that he had not forgotten the rhythm of standing for a hymn and holding the hymnal in both hands. He had stood for the hymn. He had held the hymnal in both hands. He had not, in either hymn, opened his mouth.

He had been at the chapel for forty-five minutes. He had arrived at one-twenty-five, in advance of the service, and had sat in his car in the parking lot for the first half hour with the engine off and his hands on the wheel and the rain on the windshield. He had not, in the half hour, decided whether to go in. He had decided to go in only at five before two, when the stream of mourners walking from the parking lot to the chapel had begun to thin, and he had thought, in the way he had been thinking for six days, that if he did not go in he would, for the rest of his life, regret it.

He had walked in. He had taken the program from the small wooden stand at the door. He had not looked, in the receiving line, at the husband. He had not been able to. He had walked past Rich and Jen at the door with his head down and his shoulders set in the way of a man who was making himself a small narrow target, and he had taken the seat in the back row that had been the only seat left, and he had sat for the entire service without lifting his eyes from the program.

The program had a photograph of Margot on the front. The photograph had been taken at her hospital, for the website — Daniel had recognized the small generic blue background that hospital websites used. She was smiling. She was wearing a white coat. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face in the way she had pulled it back, in the last week of her life, on the Tuesday and the Thursday she had come to his apartment for lunch on her way home from the museum.

He had looked at the photograph for the entire service.

He had not, when he had read the obituary on the Sunday morning, cried. He had not cried in the kitchen for the hour he had stood with his hands flat on the counter. He had not cried for the rest of Sunday. He had not cried on Monday, or Tuesday, or Wednesday, or Thursday. He had not cried, in the six days since the obituary had landed on his phone, in any of the moments he had expected to cry. He had only sat in his apartment in the armchair by the window, or stood at the small narrow desk in the corner of the room with both hands flat on the desk, or driven to school and taught his classes in the way he had been teaching them for fifteen years, and he had not cried.

He cried, in the back row of the chapel, when Rich said the line about no one ever would have.

He cried, very quietly, with his face in the small folded program. He cried for perhaps twenty seconds. He stopped. He wiped his face on the back of his wrist. He did not, for the rest of the service, cry again.

He had registered, when Rich had said the line, the feature of the weather of the line. The line had been written by a man who had known what to write. The line had been the kind of line that a person wrote when they knew, in advance, that the line would land. The line had been the kind of line that a person wrote about a wife the person had never, in any specific way, understood.

Daniel had not, in the moment, allowed himself to think this in language. He had only registered it, in the register that he had been registering things in for six days. He had registered, listening to the eulogy, that the man at the lectern did not, in the way that mattered, know the woman he was eulogizing. He had registered that the man at the lectern had loved his wife in the small bruised tired way that men in his experience loved wives they had stopped looking at. He had registered that the man at the lectern was, by every measure Daniel was able to apply from the back row of a chapel he had no business being in, a man whose grief was, in some way, not quite occupying the room.

He had filed this. He had filed it with the discipline of a man who had decided, in the kitchen of his apartment on the Sunday morning, that he was not going to allow himself, for the foreseeable future, to think about the husband.

He had thought, instead, in the back row of the chapel, about Margot.

He had thought about the way she had said, on the Saturday afternoon at his apartment the previous week, that she was going to leave him. He had thought about the weight of her in his arms in the front hall when she had said it. He had thought about the small particular way her face had looked in the gray afternoon light of his bedroom, the first Saturday in November, when she had laid back on the duvet with her hair across the small white pillowcase and had looked up at him with her eyes very still and her face very calm, and he had bent down and kissed her on the forehead.

He had thought, in the back row of the chapel, about every Tuesday lunch.

He had thought about every Saturday afternoon.

He had thought about the way her laugh had sounded in his apartment on the third Tuesday she had come to his apartment, and the way her hand had felt on the back of his neck on the seventh Tuesday, and the way she had said his name in his ear in the small dim weather of his bedroom on the second Saturday in February.

He had thought about all of it. He had thought about it slowly. He had let it pass through him, in the way of a man at a memorial service for a woman nobody in the room knew he had loved, and he had not, when the service had ended, taken his hand off the program.

When the service ended at three, Rich stood and was again at the door. Again the receiving line. Again the calibrated faces. Again the performance.

The man in the back row left during the recessional. He did not come through the receiving line. Jen saw him go. She saw him pause at the door, look back once at Rich, and then push through and disappear into the vestibule.

She would learn his name three weeks later. She would learn it from Detective Lena Ortiz, on the phone, in the voice of a woman whose job it was to gather facts. Ortiz would say Daniel Hoyt. Jen would say yes. I saw him at the service. I knew it was him.

In the back of the chapel, at the same moment that the man in the gray jacket was disappearing into the vestibule, Dr. Priya Shah was sitting alone in a pew, with her hands folded in her lap, staring straight ahead.

She had not spoken to Rich. She had not gone through the receiving line. She had come in twenty minutes early and taken a seat in the middle of the chapel, and she had sat through the entire service with her hands folded in her lap, and she had not, at any point, taken her eyes off the urn on the small table in the front of the chapel.

She was thinking. She had been thinking, in some background way, for six days.

The thinking had a particular shape. It was the shape of a yellow legal pad on a kitchen table at midnight, with the words toxic ingestion crossed out twice. It was the shape of an autoimmune workup that had come back negative. It was the shape of an infectious workup that had come back negative. It was the shape of a CT angiogram that had come back negative. It was the shape of a death certificate signed by a colleague of hers with cause of death undetermined, presumed sepsis with multi-organ failure secondary to occult source as the listed cause. It was the shape of Rich Vale standing in the chair beside the bed during rounds, helpfully suggesting Q fever.

She sat in the pew with her hands folded in her lap and she watched the urn, and she thought.

She thought: I should say something.

She thought: to whom would I say it.

She thought: if I am wrong, I have suggested an unhinged thing against a colleague at the funeral of his wife.

She thought: if I am right.

She did not finish the thought. She closed her eyes for a moment in the pew. She opened them. She watched the urn.

She would not, that day, do anything about it. She would carry the thought home in her car. She would carry it into the next week. She would carry it through three more shifts on the wards. She would carry it, the following Friday afternoon, into a phone call from a woman she did not know, who would identify herself as Detective Lena Ortiz with the police department, and who would say, very gently, I’m calling about Margot Vale, and Priya, sitting in the parking garage of her hospital with the engine off and her hands on the wheel, would feel her body release the breath she had been holding for ten days, and she would say yes. Yes, I have been waiting for someone to call.
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Hannah had not been on the apps in four months.

She had reactivated her profile on a Sunday night in March, after a glass and a half of wine and a particularly long phone call with her younger sister, who had been telling her about a man she had recently started seeing and who had asked, with the small probing care that younger sisters reserve for older sisters who have been single longer than they think they should be, whether Hannah had thought about getting back out there. Hannah had said no, not really, not yet, and her sister had said Hannah, in the tone of voice that meant Hannah, and Hannah had laughed and said all right, all right, I’ll think about it.

She had thought about it after she got off the phone. She had finished the wine. She had downloaded the app she had deleted in November. She had restored her profile from her old account. She had updated one photo. She had gone to bed.

Hannah was thirty-four. She had been born in San Jose to a Vietnamese father and a Korean mother who had immigrated in the early 1980s and who had decided, in the way of such parents, that they had not crossed the Pacific so their daughters would have small lives. Her grandmother had died at the kitchen table one Saturday morning when Hannah was nine, while Hannah watched cartoons in the next room. Hannah had been the older daughter, the one who was good at school. She had gone north to college and to graduate school in Portland and stayed, and she had done well — three promotions in nine years, a small condo near the river, a marriage in her mid-twenties to a good and decent man named Greg that had ended, humanely, by the time she was twenty-nine.

She had dated, in the years since, in the way that single women in their early thirties dated in cities like Portland. She had been on perhaps thirty first dates. She had had three relationships that had each lasted between four months and a year. She had not, in any of the three relationships, been able to locate the thing she was looking for, and she had begun, in the interior register, to wonder whether the thing she was looking for was a thing that did not exist, or whether the thing she was looking for was a thing that existed and that she was, in some way she had not yet diagnosed, the kind of person who was not going to find.

Then her mother had been diagnosed.

The cancer had been ovarian and the diagnosis late. Hannah had taken a four-month leave and moved into her parents’ house in Sacramento and spent it in the chair beside her mother’s bed, holding her hand and reading aloud from her mother’s old copies of the New Yorker. Her mother had died eighteen months ago, on a Wednesday afternoon in February, with her younger daughter at the foot of the bed and her older daughter holding her left hand and her husband holding her right.

Hannah had come back to Portland after the funeral. She had not, for almost a year, been able to do very much of anything. She had gone to work. She had come home. She had cooked dinner most nights for one. She had read books and watched movies and not answered her phone when her sister called, and slowly, over the second year, she had begun to recover the parts of herself that had gone quiet when her mother had begun to die.

The reactivation of the app was, by Hannah’s accounting, a milestone. It meant something. She did not yet know what.

In the three weeks since reactivating she had matched with seventeen men and had spoken at any length with three of them and had not, yet, agreed to meet any of them in person. She was not sure she wanted to meet any of them in person. She had been thinking, in the three weeks, about her mother. She had been thinking about her mother in the way that she had been thinking about her mother for eighteen months, which was to say in the way of a daughter who had been close enough to her mother to feel her mother’s death as a continuous low ambient pressure that she did not, even when she was distracted, ever entirely stop registering.

She had also been thinking about a thing her mother had said to her, in the last weeks.

Her mother had said, on the Tuesday afternoon they had been sitting on her parents’ back porch with the January sunshine and the Sacramento birds and her mother’s breathing and the hand that her mother had been holding hers with: Hannah-ah. Listen to me. When I am gone, listen to me. You are going to be afraid for a long time. You are going to be afraid of going on dates and going to parties and going on trips by yourself. You are going to think that I am not there to call when you have had a bad day. You are going to be right about all of these things. But you are not going to die of them. You are stronger than that. You are stronger than your father. You are stronger than me. Listen.

Hannah had listened.

She had been carrying the weight of that listening for eighteen months. The reactivation of the app, on the Sunday night in March, had been the listening returning to her, in the weather of her sister’s voice on the phone, as a thing she could now, at thirty-four, do.

On Tuesday morning at nine fifty-six she matched with a man named Rich.

He was forty-two. He was a physician. His bio said hospitalist by day, reader by night. Looking for someone to talk to. His photos were a clean shot of his face, a photo of him in a kayak on a lake somewhere green, and a photo of him with a black dog she would learn was not actually his. He had a face that was, by any objective measure, handsome — a strong jaw, a nose, dark eyes that suggested intelligence and a slight amount of guarded humor. She had swiped right because the bio was, by the standard of bios on these apps, not actively repellent.

His message came in within minutes.

Hi Hannah. Rich here. Long Tuesday morning calls for new conversations. What’s the most interesting thing in your week so far?

She read it twice.

It was, she thought, a slightly better opening than she had been getting. It was a question rather than a statement. It implied that he was having a long Tuesday morning, which suggested he was a person who occasionally noticed his own state, which she had found to be a rare quality in men on apps. She wrote back:

The most interesting thing in my week is that a tenant tried to convince me, with great sincerity, that the rats in his unit were “emotional support rats.” Long story. Yours?

He answered within ninety seconds.

Rats with paperwork or rats without paperwork?

She smiled. Despite herself.

Without paperwork. He was making a creative argument.

The creative argument is the second-most concerning kind of legal document. The first being the document written entirely in red ink.

Have you encountered the all-red-ink document?

Once. Patient’s family. Don’t ask.

They messaged for forty minutes. She did not, in those forty minutes, do any of the things she had been planning to do that morning. She moved a meeting. She refilled her coffee twice. He was, she would later think, extremely good at this — at the rapid back-and-forth, at the small ladder of question and joke and follow-up that the apps required, at the production of the impression of an actual person on the other side of the screen.

He asked her, around ten-thirty, if she would want to get a drink later in the week.

She hesitated. She had not, in the three weeks since reactivating, gone on an actual date. She had cited, to her own private self, various plausible reasons — she was busy, the men were boring, the timing was wrong. The real reason was that the prospect of sitting across a table from a stranger and producing, for the duration of two drinks, a version of herself that was both honest and palatable to a man she did not yet know, felt to her at thirty-four like a more elaborate exhausting task than it had felt at twenty-eight, and she had been, since her mother’s death, carefully conserving her energy.

She thought about Rich. She thought about the rats joke. She thought about the bio. She thought about the photo of him with the black dog he did not, almost certainly, actually own.

She typed: When are you thinking?

He typed: Wednesday or Thursday work for me. You pick.

She typed: Thursday.

He typed: Done. There’s a wine bar I like near my place — let me send you the link. Seven?

He sent her the link.

She wrote see you Thursday at seven and put down her phone.

She had a sense, putting down the phone, that something had begun. She did not know what. She had not yet learned, in three weeks back on the apps, to trust this sense or to distrust it. She would, in retrospect, identify this moment — the moment of agreeing to Thursday — as the moment her life had taken a turn that she had not, putting down the phone, been able to see.

She would not, on Thursday night, on her way to the wine bar, have any idea that the man she was about to have drinks with had buried his wife six days earlier.

She would not have any idea, until two-fifteen in the morning on Friday, when his mouth would mumble it into her pillow with his eyes closed, that there was a wife to have buried.

She would, in the days that followed, replay the messages from Tuesday morning on her phone, scrolling backward through the smooth flowing rhythm of his answers to her questions, looking for the seam she should have seen. She would not, in the end, find one. He had been, for those forty minutes, exactly the man he had been advertising.

It had been, she would think, the most upsetting thing about the entire experience.

He had not slipped, in those forty minutes, even once.
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Thursday night.

He picked the wine bar because he had been there twice, both times with women, and both times the evening had gone well. The bar was a long narrow place with marble two-tops along one wall and a row of stools at the bar itself, and the lighting was the precise amber dimness that made everyone look like a slightly better version of themselves. He arrived at six-forty. He sat at a two-top in the back. He ordered a glass of a Tempranillo he had ordered before.

He had two days left in the project. The cremation was scheduled for Saturday morning at nine. After the cremation he would have the ashes. After the ashes he would file the life insurance claim, which his attorney had told him would take six to eight weeks to process given the cause undetermined on the death certificate but which would, the attorney had assured him, ultimately pay out without serious contest. After the life insurance he would, on a timeline he had not yet specified but had a general sense of, begin to be a single man.

He had been performing for ten days.

He had been performing well, by his own assessment. He had not broken character at any point. He had cried on cue at the funeral, twice, in the correct amounts. He had received the meal trains. He had thanked the mourners. He had held Jen’s hand at the chapel and had stood beside her in the church basement at the reception while she had wept into a paper napkin. He had even, in a moment that he was secretly proud of, declined a glass of wine that had been offered to him at the reception on the grounds that I don’t think I can keep anything down today, which he had thought, at the moment of saying it, was an artful touch.

He had also been very tired.

He had not registered, until Thursday afternoon, how tired. The fatigue had been a low background hum for several days, and at some point on Thursday afternoon, around three o’clock, while he was sitting at the kitchen table addressing thank-you cards for the flowers people had sent, it had risen into the foreground. He had put his head down on the table for a moment. He had closed his eyes. He had sat like that for perhaps two minutes.

When he had sat back up he had thought, very clearly: I need to stop being him for a few hours tonight.

The thought had arrived in the interior register he had been consulting almost constantly for ten days, and the thought had registered, in the register, as the intuition of a man who had been holding a single posture for a very long time and whose body had begun, in the way of bodies, to ask to be permitted to set the posture down.

He had not, in the interior register, examined the thought. He had only registered it. He had decided, in the private accounting that he was now applying to most of his interior, that the permission of an evening in the company of a stranger who had no information about who he was was a small specific medication that the muscle he had been overusing was now requesting.

He had told himself: one evening.

He had told himself: I have earned one evening.

He had texted Hannah at four-fifteen to confirm seven o’clock. He had showered. He had changed into a charcoal sweater over a white t-shirt, which he had chosen because it was the outfit that read physician at his most casual rather than physician at his most professional, and which had worked well for him on first dates in the past. He had poured himself a scotch at six-fifteen and had drunk it in front of the bathroom mirror while he finished doing his hair. He had not eaten lunch. He had not eaten dinner. He had not eaten very much at all on Thursday, because the project had begun to feel, in its final two days, like the kind of thing that required a clean engine, and because he had been jittery in a way he was not used to being.

Hannah arrived at seven-oh-four.

She came in through the front door with a small dark coat over her arm and a leather bag on her shoulder, and she paused at the front of the bar to look for him. He raised one hand. She crossed the room. She slid into the chair across from him and put her bag on the empty chair beside her and shook out her hair, which was wet from the rain.

“It’s coming down.”

“I know. I drove.”

“You drove? It’s like four blocks from your place.”

“I know.”

She laughed. It was a small wry laugh, and he found himself, against the part of himself that had decided not to find anything in particular tonight, finding it pleasing. She had a face that was more interesting in person than in her photos. Her eyes were brown and tilted very slightly down at the outer corners, in a way that gave her, at rest, an expression of mild kind skepticism. She was wearing a dark sweater and dark jeans and a small gold chain at her throat. She smelled, faintly, of bergamot.

“I’m Rich.”

“Hannah. I figured.”

She ordered a glass of the same Tempranillo. They talked. He did the things he did on first dates — he asked her questions, he listened to her answers with the kind of focused attention that was both genuine and weaponized, he laughed at her jokes a fraction of a beat sooner than necessary, he leaned in across the table at the moments she expected leaning in and leaned back at the moments she expected leaning back. He had been doing this for two decades. He was very good at it.

She was good too. She was not in a hurry. She did not perform. She asked him a small set of careful questions and listened, with the same kind of attention he was paying her, to the answers. She had been a commercial real estate broker for nine years. She had grown up in California. Her mother had died eighteen months ago. She had a sister in Seattle. She had a cat named Mable. She had a small condo near the river. She read a lot. She liked, when she had time, to hike.

She asked him about being a hospitalist. He told her the things he told women about being a hospitalist — the long shifts, the small absurdities of the academic medical center, the particular satisfactions of being the doctor that other doctors called when they were stuck. He told her about a case from two years ago, anonymized, that he liked to tell on first dates. He told her about a chief of medicine he had trained under who had taught him to start every patient interaction with the same question, which was what brings you here today, and what are you hoping I can do for you, and how that question had changed the shape of his entire career.

She listened. She asked good follow-up questions. She did not, in any visible way, do the small calculating thing that some women did on first dates with doctors.

He ordered a second glass of wine. She ordered a second glass.

They were forty minutes in. He had not, yet, mentioned his wife. He had decided in advance not to mention his wife. He had decided that the wife was a complication he did not need to introduce on a first date, that he could introduce her — if he chose to keep seeing Hannah — on the second or third date, when the introduction would carry the weight of a confidence shared and would, by the rhythms of these things, deepen the relationship rather than complicate it. He had a script for the introduction. He had been working on the script for two days. It involved a brief description of the open marriage and a slightly more detailed description of the illness, and it ended with the line I’m only telling you this because I want you to understand who I am right now, which he had practiced in the bathroom mirror that morning.

But it was Thursday night. He had been performing for ten days. He had drunk two and a half glasses of wine on an empty stomach, on top of the scotch at the apartment, and he was tired, and Hannah was sitting across from him with her chin in her hand and her eyes on his face, and she was smiling at him in the way that women smiled at him when the date was working, and he had a small open empty pleasant feeling in the center of his chest that he had not felt in eleven days, and he was, in this moment, fully and exclusively himself.

He heard himself say:

“Can I tell you something a little wild.”

“Always.”

“If everything goes right in the next couple of months, I’m about to come into a really significant amount of money.”

She paused with her wine glass halfway to her mouth.

“Okay.”

“I don’t want to be — I don’t want to be weird about it. I’m not the kind of guy who leads with that. It’s just on my mind tonight.”

“What kind of significant.”

“Millions.”

She set her glass down. She tilted her head a little. She looked at him for a long second across the table.

“Rich.”

“I know how that sounds.”

“That’s a — that’s an unusual thing to bring up on a first date.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I think I’m just — I think I’m just in a strange place right now. I’ve been managing a thing. I don’t want to get into it. I just — I wanted to say something true.”

She watched him for another beat. He produced for her, very deliberately, the face of a man who had said something he half-regretted saying and who was, in real time, half-amusedly embarrassed by it. It was a face he had practiced. It was the face that said I am not the kind of man who normally does this, and the fact that I did it with you means something.

She smiled. The smile was small.

“All right. Mystery man. I’ll allow it.”

“Thank you.”

She took a slow sip of her wine. She did not press. She filed the thing away. He saw her file it away. He thought, with the professional satisfaction that he had been finding, on and off, over the last hour, that he had recovered the moment.

He had not, however, recovered the moment. He had only postponed it.

She had, in the moment of his saying millions, registered with a precision in the interior register that she kept for these things — the register she had used, on the apps, for the previous three weeks, to sort the men she had talked to into the men she would meet and the men she would not — that the sentence he had said was the kind of sentence that men in her experience did not, on first dates, say.

She had registered, further, that the way he had said it had been the way of a man who had been waiting for an opportunity to say it.

She had not, in the moment, been alarmed. She had not, in any specific way, been put off. She had only registered. She had filed. She had decided, in the moment of her filing, that she would continue the date and would, in the weather of the rest of the evening, give the man at the table an additional attention that she would not, otherwise, have given him.

The conversation moved on. They ordered a small plate of cheese. They ordered olives. She told him a story about her cat. He told her a story about his residency. They laughed in the small overlapping way that strangers laugh when a first date is working. At nine-thirty he asked the waiter for the check. He paid. She did not pretend to fight him on it, which he liked.

They stood up. They walked to the door. Outside the rain had eased. The street was wet and shining. Hannah pulled her coat around her shoulders.

“Where did you park?” she asked.

“A block that way.”

“I’m a fifteen-minute walk. I should walk.”

“Let me drive you.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

He drove her to her building. He pulled into the small loading-zone curb out front. She unbuckled. She turned to look at him in the dim interior light of the car.

“I had a really nice time, Rich.”

“Me too.”

“Do you want to come up for a drink.”

She had said it without any particular performance, as a question that she had wanted the answer to.

She had not, in advance, planned to ask. She had been planning, in the car on the way over, to thank him for the evening, to kiss him on the cheek, to walk into her building, to text him in the morning. She had decided, in the moment in the car at the curb, with the rain on the windshield and his face six inches from hers in the small amber light, that the weather of the evening required her to do one more thing. She had decided, in the moment of the decision, to bring him upstairs.

She had decided this because she had filed the thing he had said about the money. She had decided this because the filing had required, in the interior register, more data. She had decided this because the interior register she had been carrying for eighteen months — the register that had been her mother’s gift to her, the register that her mother had taught her, in the weather of the last weeks, to use — had been quietly telling her, for the entire hour of the wine bar, that the man across from her at the marble two-top was not, in the way that mattered, the man he had been advertising.

She had not articulated this in language. She had only registered it. She had decided, in the moment of her decision, to take the man home, because she had wanted to know what the man would do in a bed.

She had thought, with the clarity she had been thinking with for the entire eighteen months: I will know more in an hour.

He had, in the small interval between her question and his answer, exactly zero hesitation.

“Yes.”

She smiled. She got out. He parked the car around the corner. He walked back to her building. She buzzed him in. They took the elevator to the fourth floor. She unlocked her door. The cat — a small gray cat with white paws — appeared in the hallway and looked at him with the flat unimpressed attention of cats. Hannah took his coat. She poured them each a small glass of bourbon from a bottle on the counter. They sat on her couch. They drank the bourbon. He set his glass down on the coffee table. He turned to her. He put his hand on the side of her face.

He kissed her.

She kissed him back.

She had decided, in the moment of his hand on her face, that she would let the kiss begin. She had decided that she would let the kiss go where it was going. She had decided, in the way of a woman who had spent eighteen months trusting the interior register her mother had given her, that the information she was about to acquire was the kind of information that required the body to be a witness as well as the mind.

She had not, in advance, articulated any of this in language. She had only, in the moment of the kiss, been very still.

She had been listening.

She had been listening to the way his mouth moved against hers. She had been listening to the way his hand moved on the side of her face. She had been listening, in the way of a woman whose body had been a careful instrument for thirty-four years, to the weather of what he was telling her, in the register of his own kiss, about who he actually was.

She had been listening, and she had been beginning, in the weather of the kiss, to know.
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The next twenty minutes happened in the small choreographed way these things happened. They moved from the couch to the bedroom. They undressed each other. The bedroom was dim, lit only by a small lamp on the dresser. She had a queen bed with a gray linen duvet pulled back to the foot. The sheets were white. She lay back on the white sheets and looked up at him as he came down over her.

What he did to her, in the next hour, was not what he had been doing during the date.

During the date he had been Rich. During the date he had been the listener, the laugher, the question-asker, the careful man. In the bed, with the small lamp on the dresser and Hannah’s body beneath him, the careful man was gone. He had been wearing the careful man for ten days. The careful man was very tired. The careful man had been turned off the moment his hand had met her face on the couch, and the man who was inside her now in his place was the man he had been on a hundred other nights in the last fourteen months in the bedrooms of strangers — the practiced, the hungry, the absent.

He had kissed her, on the couch, the way men kissed women on couches. He had used his mouth. He had used his hand on the side of her face. He had used the architecture of the kiss that he had used a hundred times in the previous fourteen months and that had, in his estimation, worked. He had been good at the kiss. He had also been, in the way that Hannah had been listening for, completely absent from inside the kiss. The kiss had been a thing he was doing. The kiss had not been a thing he was in.

In the bedroom he had pushed her back on the bed and had undressed her with the efficiency of a man who had undressed a great many women and who knew the order of operations that resulted in the body being naked in the most efficient possible time. He had not, the way he had with the early women in the first months of the open marriage, kissed her on the mouth for a long time first. He had not, the way he had with Whitney in the carriage house on the October afternoon, kept his eyes on her eyes the entire time. He had moved across her body with his mouth in a quick checklist of stops, and he had not, at any of the stops, paused long enough for her body to register, in the register of women’s bodies, that it was being seen.

She had registered. She had registered the not-being-seen. She had registered it in the way of a woman who, eight weeks ago, had been kissed by Daniel — although she would never know his name and would never know that the kiss she had registered, in the contrast of this one, had been a kiss the same age as her own age — and who knew, in the register her body had been a careful instrument of for thirty-four years, the difference between the two registers.

She had lain on her back on the white sheets and she had let him do what he was going to do.

He had pulled off her underwear and spread her thighs with his hand and begun, with his mouth, the quick attentive operation he applied to women at this part of the encounter. He was good at it — good in the way of a man who had been doing it for twenty years and had developed a menu of techniques he ran through in an order, and had not, in the previous fourteen months, much varied. He did not ask her what she wanted. He did not pause at any of the moments she would have, with a man who was actually present, expected him to pause. He ran the checklist, and the checklist produced in her body the response the checklist was designed to produce. She had not, in any sense she would have called pleasure, been pleasured. She had only, in the way of a body whose nerves were answering the correct inputs, been operated on.

She had registered this. She had registered it with the detached attention that she had been bringing to most of the evening.

She had been very still.

When he had moved back up over her and had taken his shirt off and had pushed his weight down against her, she had let him. When he had pulled her hands above her head and had pinned them against the small white pillow with one hand, she had let him. When he had pushed into her without asking, without looking at her face, with the mechanical attention of a man who had been waiting for this moment for the entire wine bar, she had let him.

She had not, during the act, said stop. She had not said anything. She had, somewhere in the middle of it, opened her eyes and seen, in the dim lamp light, his face above her with the eyes closed and the jaw set and an expression on it that did not appear to register her presence specifically, and she had closed her eyes again and finished what they were doing, because the alternative — stopping in the middle, asking him to leave, explaining herself — had felt, in the moment, like more work than going through with it. The decision to keep going was a decision she had made not out of fear, exactly, and not out of any specific concern for her own safety; she had made it in the way that women in this configuration sometimes make a decision, which was the decision that, given the choice between disrupting an encounter that was almost over and waiting for the encounter to be almost over, the second option was logistically simpler.

She had also made it because she had, by the time his face had been above her with the eyes closed, already gotten the data she had come upstairs to get.

The data was that the man on top of her was not a man in any specific way present in his own body. The man on top of her was a man performing a procedure. The man on top of her had, somewhere underneath the procedure, a weather that she had not yet been able to identify in language and that she had been able to identify, in the register her body was using, as the weather of a man whose interior had been, in some way she did not yet have the words for, hollowed out.

He had pulled out of her and turned her over and positioned her on her hands and knees. He had taken her hair in his fist near the base of her skull and held her there and moved against her with the focused mechanical attention he applied to most physical labor, and she had let him, her face turned into the pillow, her hands flat on the sheet, and she had registered that the thing the man behind her was doing was a thing he had done to a great many women, in a great many beds, with the same mechanical attention and the same absence of presence.

She had registered, in the weather of the moment, that she was very glad she had not gotten the data any other way.

He had finished, with his hand still in her hair and his other hand on the small soft place at her hip, and he had made the sound he made at the end of these encounters, and he had let go of her hair, and he had rolled off her, and he had lain on his back on her sheets with his arm across his eyes and his breathing slowing.

Hannah lay on her stomach beside him for a long minute without moving.

She thought, very quietly: that was strange.

She thought: that was a strange thing that just happened.

She thought: I don’t think I’m going to see him again.

She turned her head on the pillow. She looked at him. His eyes were closed. His mouth was slightly open. He was, she saw, beginning to fall asleep.

She thought about getting up. She thought about going to the bathroom. She thought about saying something. She did none of these things. She lay on her stomach with her face on the pillow and watched him drift, with her chin on her hands, and the cat came in through the half-open door of the bedroom and jumped up on the bed and settled herself on the duvet between them, and the lamp on the dresser put its small steady amber light over all three of them.

She would, in the weeks afterward, replay the silence of those next several minutes very carefully. She would replay them looking for the seam. She would replay them looking for the moment when she could have, if she had said something different, prevented what he was about to say next from being said.

There would not have been one.

He was going to say it whether she said anything or not.

He was, in the gentle dim light of the bedroom of a woman he had just had sex with for the first time, on the seventh consecutive night of inadequate sleep, on the tenth consecutive day of sustained performance, on the cusp of unconsciousness, about to do the thing that he had not done in eleven days, which was to let his guard down in front of another human being.

His mouth opened. His eyes stayed closed. He said, in a voice that was already half asleep:

“My wife just died, you know. Five days ago.”

Hannah did not move.

She did not move at all.

The cat purred between them, and the rain started up again outside the window, and Hannah lay on her stomach with her chin on her hands and her eyes very wide in the dim amber light, and she listened to her own heartbeat in her ears as it began, very slowly, to climb.

He kept talking.

He did not open his eyes. He did not turn his head. He spoke into the pillow in the half-aware drifting voice of a man who was talking to himself, or to a stranger he had no intention of remembering in the morning, or to no one at all.

“It was — it was really hard. She was sick for like five days. She got really sick. She kept getting sicker. They couldn’t figure out what it was. Nobody could figure out what it was. We were both doctors. I’m a doctor. She was a doctor. And nobody could figure it out. She just — she just kept getting worse. And then she — she died on Saturday.”

A small pause.

“I miss her.”

A longer pause.

“I held her hand the whole time.”

Hannah did not say anything. She did not breathe in any visible way. She watched his face on the pillow. She watched the small unconscious twitches of his eyelids. She watched his mouth open and close as he formed the words and let them fall out without monitoring them.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he murmured. “I shouldn’t have. I shouldn’t have said anything. I just — I haven’t told anybody about it tonight. I just wanted to — I just wanted to be a normal person tonight. With someone who didn’t know.”

His breathing began to deepen and slow.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m — I’m really tired.”

He turned his head away from her on the pillow.

Within another ninety seconds his breathing was the slow deep regular breathing of a man who was asleep.

Hannah lay on her stomach in the bed without moving for a long time. She did not know how long. It was perhaps ten minutes. It was perhaps thirty. Her thoughts, in those minutes, were not yet the thoughts that would arrive in the morning. They were the smaller animal thoughts that come first — don’t move, don’t wake him up, get out of this bed without making any noise, get him out of your apartment without him knowing anything is wrong.

She moved very slowly. She slid out from under the duvet. She walked on the balls of her feet across the bedroom and out into the hall. She did not turn on the hall light. She walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her with both hands so that the latch would not click.

She stood in the bathroom in the dark for a moment. Then she turned on the small light over the mirror. Her face in the mirror was the color of paper.

She thought: Hannah.

She thought: Hannah, breathe.

She breathed. She breathed for perhaps three minutes, sitting on the closed lid of the toilet, with her hands flat on her knees, the way her grief counselor had taught her to breathe when her mother was first dying.

She thought: he said his wife died five days ago.

She thought: he is asleep in my bed.

She thought: I just had sex with a man whose wife died five days ago.

She thought, with an edge: what man, whose wife has just died five days ago, is on a dating app.

She thought: what man, whose wife has just died five days ago, is on a date.

She thought: what man, whose wife has just died five days ago, says if everything goes right in the next couple of months, I’m about to come into a really significant amount of money?

She sat on the closed lid of the toilet for a long time.

Then she got up. She walked out into the hallway. She walked into the living room. She picked up her laptop from the coffee table where she had left it that afternoon. She brought it back to the bathroom. She closed the door again. She sat down on the lid of the toilet and put the laptop on her knees.

She opened a browser. She typed in the search bar: Rich Vale hospitalist obituary wife.

She hit enter.

The first result was an obituary.

She read it. She read it twice.

Margot Vale, MD, FACEP, age 36, of [city], passed away unexpectedly on Saturday, [date], at [hospital], surrounded by her loving family. Beloved wife of Richard Vale, MD. Devoted sister of Jennifer Vale-Liu. Daughter of the late Eleanor and Thomas Vale. A graduate of [college] and [medical school], Margot completed her residency in emergency medicine at [hospital] in [year] and was an attending physician at [hospital]. Prior to her medical training, Margot worked as a textile conservator, a passion she continued to pursue in her clinical years. She is remembered by her colleagues as a brilliant clinician with an unforgettable bedside manner, by her patients as a steady and gentle presence, and by her family and friends as a woman of extraordinary warmth and curiosity. A memorial service will be held Friday, [date], at the chapel of [medical school]. In lieu of flowers, donations may be made to [organization].

Hannah read the obituary three times.

She scrolled down to the photograph at the top of the obituary. It was a professional photograph, the kind taken for hospital websites. Margot was smiling, in a white coat, with her dark hair pulled back. Her eyes were very kind.

Hannah stared at the photograph for a long time.

She thought: that is the woman whose husband is asleep in my bed.

She thought: that is the woman whose husband told me, four hours ago, that he was about to come into a really significant amount of money.

She thought: that is the woman whose husband is on a dating app five days after she died.

She felt, sitting on the lid of the toilet with the laptop on her knees, the small first edge of the thought that would, by morning, have grown into the thing she would carry to the police.

She thought: he killed her.

It was a thought she had not had words for in her entire life. It was not the kind of thought a person had. It was, she would think later, the kind of thought you saw in television shows and dismissed as cheap. But it had arrived, in the small dim bathroom in the middle of the night, with the clarity of a thing that was simply true. It had not been a guess. It had not been a leap. It had been an arrival, the way an answer arrived when you had been doing a math problem for long enough.

She sat in the bathroom for another ninety minutes. She did not search for anything else. She closed the laptop. She set it on the bathroom floor. She put her face in her hands. She did not, in those ninety minutes, cry. She breathed. She thought. She arranged in her head, in the way she arranged things on a difficult day at work, the sequence of what she was going to do.

She was going to walk back to the bedroom. She was going to lie down beside him on the bed. She was not going to sleep. She was going to wait until he woke up. She was going to make him coffee. She was going to walk him to the door. She was going to kiss him on the cheek the way a woman kissed a man she had just slept with. She was going to lock the door behind him. And then she was going to sit down on her kitchen floor and figure out, very carefully, who to call and what to say.

She would do exactly this.

It was just after four in the morning when she went back into the bedroom. He was still asleep. The cat was still on the bed between them. She lay down on her side of the bed and pulled the duvet up over her shoulder and turned her face away from him. She kept her eyes open. She watched the small slow rectangle of light from the bedroom window where the streetlight came through the curtain. She listened to his breathing.

At five-twelve he turned over in his sleep and his arm fell across her hip. She did not move. She did not move for forty-five minutes, until he turned again and the arm came off.

At seven-oh-eight he stirred.

She closed her eyes. She made her breathing slow and even. She pretended to be asleep.

She heard him sit up. She heard him sigh. She heard him reach for his phone on the nightstand. She heard him scroll, for a long minute, through whatever he was scrolling through. She heard him get out of bed. She heard him use the bathroom. She heard him come back into the bedroom. She felt his hand, gently, on her shoulder.

“Hey. You up?”

She made a small sleepy sound. She turned over and squinted at him. He was sitting on the edge of the bed in his t-shirt and boxers, his hair a small dark disorder on one side of his head.

“Morning.”

“Morning.”

“I should probably get going. Crazy day.”

“Coffee?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’d take a coffee.”

She got up. She put on a robe. She went into the kitchen. She made coffee. She poured him a cup. She poured herself a cup. They sat at the small counter and drank the coffee for ten minutes. He talked, in the small light morning-after way that men talked, about the weather and the rain and a meeting he had at eleven. He did not, anywhere in those ten minutes, mention his wife. He did not mention what he had said the night before. She could not tell, watching him, whether he remembered having said it.

She suspected he did not.

He kissed her on the cheek at the door. He thanked her for the coffee. He said he would text her. He went out. She closed the door. She turned the deadbolt. She slid the chain across.

She walked back into the apartment.

She made it as far as the kitchen.

She sat down on the kitchen floor with her back against the cabinet under the sink. She brought her knees up. She put her arms around her knees. She put her forehead against her knees.

She sat there for a long time.

When she got up, the first thing she did was pick up her phone from the counter. The second thing she did was sit at the kitchen table with the phone in front of her, face up, for about twenty minutes, looking at it.

Then she picked it up. She did not call 911. She did not want to call 911. She typed into her browser: Portland Police Bureau non-emergency line.

The number came up. She tapped it.

A woman answered, in the steady tired voice of a person at a city desk on a Friday morning.

“Portland Police, non-emergency.”

Hannah opened her mouth.

She closed her mouth.

She opened it again.

“I think I need to talk to someone about a — about a death,” she said. “I think I just spent the night with a man who killed his wife.”

There was a small pause on the other end.

“Ma’am. Can I take your name and address.”

Hannah told her.

“Ma’am, I’m going to transfer you to a detective. Can you stay on the line?”

“Yes.”

She stayed on the line. The cremation, although Hannah did not know it yet, was scheduled for Saturday morning at nine a.m.

The clock had begun.





PART FOUR — THE CLOCK


25.

Detective Lena Ortiz had been a detective for nine years and a patrol officer before that for seven, and in those sixteen years she had taken in a great many calls from civilians who believed they had information about a crime and who, in the steady careful weighing of the first ten minutes of an interview, almost always turned out to have either an axe to grind or a thin and partial impression that, when laid out flat under questioning, was made of nothing.

She did not, when the call from dispatch was patched through to her desk at eight-forty in the morning, expect this one to be different.

She picked up the phone with one hand and a pen in the other. “This is Ortiz.”

“Detective, I’m transferring a Ms. Pham from the non-emergency line. She reports possible information regarding a recent death. Are you available?”

“Put her through.”

There was a small click. Then the voice on the other end was a woman’s, careful and quiet and not yet falling apart.

“Hello?”

“Ms. Pham. This is Detective Lena Ortiz, Portland Police. I understand you have some information you wanted to share.”

“Yes.”

“Take your time. Tell me what’s going on.”

Hannah told her.

She started with the previous Tuesday morning, when she had matched with a man named Rich on a dating app. She told Ortiz about the rats joke. She told Ortiz about the agreement to meet on Thursday. She told Ortiz about the wine bar, the second glass of wine, the offhand mention of millions. She told Ortiz about going back to her apartment. She told Ortiz about the sex, which she described in careful brief language, leaving out the things that did not seem to her, even at eight-forty on a Friday morning while she was barefoot on her kitchen floor, like the kind of things you said to a stranger. She told Ortiz about the mumbled disclosure of the dead wife. She told Ortiz about the search she had done at four in the morning. She told Ortiz about the obituary she had read. She told Ortiz Margot’s full name and the hospital where Margot had worked and the date of death and the name of the medical school where the memorial service had been held.

She told Ortiz, last, the thing she had not yet been able to say out loud.

“Detective. I think he killed her. I think — I know how it sounds. I know I am a woman who slept with him last night. I know I have a particular set of biases. But I am telling you. I am telling you. A man who has just lost his wife after a five-day illness does not, five days later, take a stranger to dinner and say he is about to come into money and then take her home and have sex with her and mumble his wife’s death into the pillow afterward. He does not. He does not. There is something wrong with him. There is something wrong with the way he —” She broke off. “There is something wrong.”

Ortiz had been writing. She had filled two pages of her yellow pad. She set down the pen.

She did not, in the professional weather of the first ten minutes of her morning, often write two pages. She had a particular small specific habit when she did. Her hand went, after she set down the pen, to the small flat space on the side of her desk where she kept a chipped ceramic mug that her daughter had given her at the end of fourth grade and that she had been drinking coffee out of for the eleven years since. She put her hand on the mug. She let her hand stay on the mug for a moment, in the way of a detective who had been doing the work for sixteen years and who had developed a physical anchor for the moment when a call that had begun as another call had begun to be a different call.

“Ms. Pham. Can you stay where you are for the next two hours?”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to send an officer to your apartment. I’d like to come over myself in about an hour. I’d like to take a statement and have you tell me everything you’ve just told me one more time, in order, for the record. Can you do that?”

“Yes.”

“In the meantime, I do not want you to contact Mr. Vale. I do not want you to respond to any messages from him. I do not want you to delete any messages from him. Can you do that?”

“Yes.”

“Ms. Pham. I want you to hear me say something.”

“Okay.”

“You did the right thing.”

Hannah began, on the kitchen floor with her back against the cabinet under the sink, very quietly to cry. Ortiz, in her office at the precinct, with the yellow pad on her desk in front of her and her pen capped beside it, did not interrupt.

She listened to Hannah breathe.

She said, when Hannah had recovered, “I’ll be there in an hour.”

She hung up.

She sat for a moment at her desk with both hands flat on the yellow pad. She looked up at the small grimy window at the end of the row of desks where she could see, on a clear day, a slice of the bridge. The window today showed gray.

She picked up the phone again. She dialed an internal number.

“Garza, it’s Ortiz. I need you to pull a name for me. Margot Vale, M-A-R-G-O-T, husband Richard Vale, both physicians at [hospital]. Margot deceased Saturday. I need the death certificate, the funeral home if she’s been moved, and any contact between any of our people and the family. I need it by ten. And I need you to call the county medical examiner’s office. Ask if there has been any post-mortem activity on the case. If there has not, I need to talk to the duty ME this morning.”

She listened.

“Yeah. Yes. Today. Yes. Thank you.”

She hung up.

She got her coat. She took her keys off the hook. She left the office.

It was nine-oh-six on Friday morning. The cremation was scheduled for nine on Saturday.

She had twenty-four hours.



26.

The medical examiner’s office occupied a low concrete building in the industrial corridor on the east side of the river, behind a fenced lot where the white vans came and went.

Dr. Allison Whitfield, the duty ME, was a fifty-eight-year-old forensic pathologist with iron-gray hair cut short and the kind of dry careful manner that the job had selected for over thirty years of practice. She was eating a yogurt at her desk when Lena Ortiz walked in at ten-forty. The desk was clean. The office was clean. There was a small framed photograph of a golden retriever on the bookcase behind her.

“Detective.”

“Dr. Whitfield.”

“Garza said you had something for me.”

Ortiz sat down across the desk. She put the yellow pad on the desk between them. She gave Whitfield, in the short flat sentences of a detective who had been practicing the summary in the car, the substance of the morning. The dating app. The disclosure. The obituary. The woman on the kitchen floor.

Whitfield listened without interrupting. She finished her yogurt while Ortiz was talking. She set the empty container aside on a small saucer.

“Cause of death on the certificate is listed as undetermined, presumed sepsis with multi-organ failure secondary to occult source,” Ortiz said. “Garza pulled it. Signed by a Dr. Halpern in the ICU. Death was at sixteen-seventeen Saturday. Body was released to Brennan & Sons on Saturday night. They have her now. Cremation is scheduled for tomorrow morning at nine.”

Whitfield’s eyes did not change.

“Tomorrow morning at nine,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And this is all you have. A woman on a dating app who says her date told her he was about to come into money.”

“Yes.”

Whitfield looked at the desk for a moment.

“Detective. I need you to understand what you are asking me to do. To put a hold on a body that has been released from a hospital to a funeral home, with a signed death certificate by an attending physician, on the basis of an anonymous tip from a dating-app date, is — it is not a thing I do lightly. The husband has standing. The husband can sue. If we put a hold on this body without sufficient cause, this office will be in a difficult position. I will be in a difficult position.”

“I understand.”

“What do you actually have.”

“I have a woman who has no apparent motive to lie, who took a significant social risk to call us, and who described a behavior pattern that is inconsistent with grief. I have a husband who is also a physician, who works at the hospital where his wife died, who chose cremation over autopsy, who chose the earliest possible cremation date, who is on a dating app five days after his wife’s death, and who said to a stranger in a wine bar that he was about to come into a significant amount of money.”

“That’s a lot of circumstantial.”

“It is.”

“It isn’t enough for a hold order, Detective. It isn’t enough for me.”

Ortiz did not say anything for a moment. She had expected this. She had decided, on the drive over, what she was going to ask for if she got this answer.

“I need you to call the hospital.”

“And ask them what.”

“Ask the chief resident on the case. The death certificate lists Halpern as the attending of record, but it also lists a chief resident named P. Shah as the senior who admitted her to medicine. Ask Shah, very gently, if anything about the workup did not sit right with her at the time.”

“And if she says no.”

“Then I have nothing and you have nothing and we both move on.”

Whitfield looked at her for a long moment.

“And if she says yes.”

“Then we have a reason to put a hold on the body.”

Whitfield exhaled. She stood up. She walked to the window of her office, which looked out at the fenced lot. She stood there with her hands in the pockets of her white coat.

She had been a forensic pathologist for thirty-one years. She had, in the thirty-one years, done many things she had not, in advance, wanted to do. She had performed autopsies on children. She had performed autopsies on victims of violent crime that she had carried, for years afterward, in the way that her work required her to carry such things. She had also, in the thirty-one years, made a number of decisions that had, in retrospect, been wrong. She had a list. The small private list was not long. The list had eleven entries. Each of the eleven entries was the name of a person whose case she had, in the weather of the moment, decided not to pursue further, and who had turned out, weeks or months or years later, to have been a person she should have pursued further.

She did not, on a regular basis, consult the list. She had, in the moment at the window of her office on Friday morning, consulted it.

She had decided, in the moment of the consulting, that she did not want a twelfth entry.

“I’ll call her,” she said, finally. “I’ll call her and I’ll ask her. And we will see.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. We have twenty-three hours.”

Whitfield called Priya Shah at one-fourteen that afternoon.

Priya was in her car in the parking garage of the hospital, on a break between rounds, eating a sandwich she had bought from the cafeteria. Her phone rang. The number was not one she recognized. She had a small habit of not answering numbers she did not recognize. She answered this one.

“This is Dr. Shah.”

“Dr. Shah. My name is Dr. Allison Whitfield. I’m the duty medical examiner for the county. Do you have a few minutes?”

The world, around Priya, went very quiet.

She set down the sandwich.

She said, “Yes.”

“Dr. Shah, I’m calling about Margot Vale. I understand you were the senior resident on her hospitalization.”

“Yes.”

“Doctor, I want to ask you a question. I want you to take your time answering it. There are no wrong answers. I am calling because I have received some information that I am trying to weigh against the clinical record, and I would like your honest assessment of the workup.”

“All right.”

“At any point during Margot Vale’s hospitalization, did the possibility of poisoning — accidental or otherwise — cross your mind.”

Priya closed her eyes.

She sat in the parking garage with her phone against her ear and her eyes closed for what was probably four seconds and what felt, in her body, like much longer.

She thought: here it is.

She thought: I have been waiting for this phone call for ten days and I did not know I was waiting for it.

She said, in the quiet careful voice of a doctor who had been raised to tell the truth, “Yes.”

A small pause on the other end.

“Tell me about it.”

Priya told her.

She told her about the midnight sitting at the kitchen table on the Thursday of Margot’s admission. She told her about the yellow pad. She told her about the differential list. She told her about the words toxic ingestion written at the bottom of the list. She told her about crossing them out. She told her about deciding not to mention it on rounds. She told her, in the small flat voice of a person who had made a series of decisions she would carry for the rest of her professional life, exactly why she had decided not to mention it on rounds.

“It seemed unhinged. The husband was there every night. He was a colleague. He was — he was the kind of man you defer to. And it seemed unhinged.”

Whitfield did not say anything for a moment.

Then she said, “Dr. Shah. I’m going to ask you another question. Did Dr. Vale, at any point in the workup, suggest a particular diagnostic direction that, in retrospect, you found notable.”

Priya did not need to think about this one. She had been replaying it for ten days.

“Mesenteric ischemia. On day two. He suggested the CTA. It was negative. Then on the same day he suggested an autoimmune workup. He proposed several specific tests — ANA, complement, vasculitis. He never once mentioned toxicology. He never once asked about heavy metals or atypical ingestions. The autoimmune workup was a perfectly reasonable thing to suggest. But — looking back. Looking back, every diagnostic suggestion he made was a thing that, if it had been positive, would have closed the differential in a direction that did not include him.”

“Did he have access to her food and drink in the period before her presentation.”

“Yes. He had cooked her dinner the night before she presented to the ER.”

“You know this.”

“He told me. He told me at the bedside on the second day. He said I made her risotto Tuesday night, do you think it could be food-borne. I remember it specifically because I remember thinking that risotto was an unusual thing for a Tuesday night.”

There was a longer pause on the other end.

“Dr. Shah. Thank you for your time. I am going to ask you to keep this conversation confidential for the next twenty-four hours. I will be back in touch.”

“Of course.”

“Are you all right?”

“No.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Whitfield hung up.

She sat at her desk for a moment with the phone still in her hand. Then she pressed a button on the desk phone. The line buzzed. Lena Ortiz picked up on the first ring.

“Detective.”

“You have your hold.”

Ortiz closed her eyes.

“Thank you, doctor.”

“I’ll have the order to Brennan & Sons by close of business tonight. I’m pulling her into our facility tomorrow morning. We will expand the tox panel. We will look for the things the original workup did not look for. I will let you know what we find when we have it.”

“Thank you.”

“Detective. One more thing.”

“Yes.”

“If he did this. If this is what we think it is. Do not let him out of your sight tomorrow.”

“I won’t.”

She hung up.

She picked up her cell. She dialed her sergeant.

“It’s Ortiz. I need two units at a residence in the west hills tomorrow morning at oh-eight-hundred. I’ll send the address. I’ll be there myself. We are not making an arrest. We are making a contact. The man is a doctor. He’s about to head to his wife’s cremation. We are going to inform him that the cremation has been postponed pending ME review.”

She listened.

“Yes. I’ll explain when I see you. Thank you.”

She hung up.

She looked out the window of her office at the gray.

She thought, with the clarity of a detective who had been doing this for sixteen years and who knew, in the small dark place where she kept the things she had learned about people, that she had her man:

twenty-three hours.



27.

Margaret Brennan, of Brennan & Sons, took the call at five-forty-three on Friday evening.

She was alone in the front office. The phone rang. She picked it up.

“Brennan and Sons.”

“Ms. Brennan. This is Dr. Allison Whitfield from the county medical examiner’s office. I am calling to inform you that the office has issued a hold order on the body of Margot Vale. I will be sending the formal documentation by email within the next ten minutes. The hold is effective immediately. The cremation scheduled for tomorrow morning at nine is, as of this moment, postponed indefinitely. I will be sending a vehicle to your facility tomorrow morning at oh-seven-thirty to transport the body to our facility for further examination. Can you please confirm that you understand.”

Margaret Brennan put one hand flat on the desk in front of her.

“I understand.”

“Is the body presently in your facility.”

“Yes. She is in the prep room.”

“She is not to be moved, prepared, or otherwise altered between now and oh-seven-thirty tomorrow morning.”

“Understood.”

“I also need to ask you not to contact the family about this change.”

A small pause.

“I’m not — I’m not supposed to call the husband.”

“No. We will be informing him separately in the morning. I am asking you, as a professional courtesy, to allow our office to handle that communication.”

“All right.”

“Thank you, Ms. Brennan. I’m sorry to put you in this position.”

“It’s all right.”

She hung up. She sat at the desk for a long minute with her hand still flat on the surface in front of her. She was sixty-one years old. She had been doing this work for thirty-three years. She had received perhaps half a dozen hold orders in her career. She had never received one this close to a scheduled cremation.

She got up. She walked back through the small carpeted office and the small carpeted hallway and the small swinging door into the prep room, where the air was several degrees cooler and the floor was tile. Margot Vale was on the prep table under a white sheet. She had been moved into the prep room from cold storage that afternoon in preparation for the morning’s procedure. The room around her was quiet, lit by the small fluorescent fixtures overhead.

Margaret stood at the foot of the table for a moment.

She did not, generally, talk to the bodies. It was not her habit. But on this particular evening, in this particular room, with the call from the medical examiner still in her ear, she found herself standing at the foot of the table looking at the small still form under the white sheet, and she said, very quietly:

“Honey. They’re going to figure it out.”

She did not, at the time, know what it was.

She had an instinct, however. She had been a funeral director for thirty-three years. She had buried husbands whose wives had killed them. She had buried wives whose husbands had killed them. She had buried, on three separate occasions in her career, children whose parents had killed them. She had developed, over the thirty-three years, a sixth sense for the way that the surviving spouse of a person killed by the surviving spouse moved through the small specific architecture of the funeral home. Such people had a particular weather. They asked for the earliest possible cremation. They declined the private viewing. They selected the cheapest urn that did not register as cheap to the rest of the family. They sat across the desk from her in the small wood-paneled office with the small box of tissues on the corner and they answered her questions with the competence of people who had been preparing the answers in advance, and they did not, anywhere in the interval of the conversation, do the involuntary things that grieving people did.

Dr. Vale, on the Sunday morning he had sat across from her, had done all of these things.

She had registered them.

She had not, until the call from the medical examiner, put into language what she had been registering. She had only set it aside, the way thirty-three years of the work had taught her to set such things aside, and waited to see if it came back.

She went back to the front office. She sent her staff home for the night. She locked the front door. She locked the prep room. She went home.

She lay in bed beside her sleeping husband and she did not sleep for several hours. She thought about the husband, Dr. Vale, who had sat across from her at the desk on Sunday morning. She thought about the way he had asked, very politely, for the earliest possible cremation date. She thought about the way he had said I think she would have wanted it that way.

She thought: something has been wrong this whole time.

She thought: I should have seen it.

She turned over. She closed her eyes. She did not, in the end, sleep for very long.



28.

Saturday morning at oh-seven-fifty-three a black unmarked Ford pulled into the long curving driveway of the house in the west hills.

It was raining. The morning was a gray morning, the kind of morning the city did well, the trees along the driveway dripping, the air cold but not cold enough to need a heavy coat. The house itself was a low modernist structure of cedar and glass that had been built in the early seventies by an architect who had taught at the university and that Rich and Margot had bought eight years ago, for a price that had felt at the time like the largest financial decision of their lives.

Detective Lena Ortiz parked at the top of the driveway. She killed the engine. She sat for a moment with her hands on the wheel.

Beside her in the passenger seat was Detective Mark Reyes, a thirty-six-year-old who had been her partner for the last eighteen months and who had the steady useful quality of not feeling the need to say very much in the car. Behind them on the road, fifty yards back, was a marked unit with two uniformed officers in it. The arrangement was: Ortiz and Reyes would go to the door. The unit would stay at the road. Nobody, this morning, was being arrested. Nobody, this morning, was being told they were under investigation. They were here to inform Dr. Richard Vale that the cremation of his wife had been postponed pending review by the medical examiner’s office, and to take, in the course of that informing, a careful close look at his face.

“Ready,” Ortiz said.

“Ready.”

They got out. They walked up the slate path to the front door. Ortiz rang the bell.

A long minute passed. They heard, from the other side of the door, footsteps on a hardwood floor. The door opened.

Rich Vale was dressed for a funeral.

He was in a black suit, white shirt, dark gray tie. His hair was combed back. He was holding, in his left hand, a small set of car keys. He had been, by the look of him, about to walk out.

His face, when it took in the two detectives at the door, did the thing that all faces do when they see strangers on a doorstep in the wrong combination — a half-second of pause, of recalibration, of the question that begins to form behind the eyes. Then he smiled. He had a very good smile when he chose to use it.

“Can I help you?”

“Dr. Vale?”

“Yes.”

“Dr. Vale, I’m Detective Lena Ortiz with the Portland Police Bureau. This is Detective Mark Reyes. May we come in?”

His face did not change.

“I’m sorry — what is this about? I’m on my way out the door. My wife’s cremation is at nine.”

“Sir, that’s what we are here to talk to you about. May we come in?”

A small pause. Two seconds. Three.

He stepped back from the door.

“Of course. Come in.”

The front hall was a long open space with a row of clerestory windows that put gray light high on the wall. He walked them through the front hall to a small sitting room off to the left. He gestured to the two leather chairs by the window. They sat. He sat across from them in a low gray armchair. He set the car keys down on the small table beside him.

“Tell me what’s going on.”

Ortiz took out her notebook. She did not open it. She rested it on her knee.

“Dr. Vale, I’m afraid I have some news that is going to be difficult to receive. The county medical examiner’s office has issued a hold order on your wife’s body. The cremation scheduled for this morning has been postponed. Her body is being transported to the medical examiner’s facility this morning for further examination.”

He looked at her.

The face he produced, in the next several seconds, was — by Ortiz’s later assessment, which she would write up in her notes that afternoon — almost perfect. A small slow blink. A small parting of the lips. A small line forming between the brows. The face of a husband receiving difficult news.

“I — I’m sorry. I don’t understand. Why would the medical examiner be involved? Margot died in the hospital. Her death certificate was signed by her attending. There was no — there was no question.”

“I understand, sir. I know this is upsetting. We are not at liberty to share the specific basis for the hold order at this time. I can tell you that the order was issued by Dr. Allison Whitfield’s office based on information received in the last twenty-four hours. I can tell you that you will have the opportunity to speak with the ME’s office directly in the coming days. I am only here this morning to inform you, in person, of the change in plans for this morning.”

He looked at her. He did not, this time, recover the face quite as quickly.

“Information received.”

“Yes, sir.”

“From whom.”

“I am not at liberty to say.”

He sat very still in the armchair for a long moment.

Reyes, beside Ortiz on the leather chair, did not move. He was watching Rich’s hands.

Rich’s hands were very still on the arms of the chair.

“This is — Detective, this is absurd. My wife died of a — of a sepsis-like illness over five days in the hospital where she and I both worked. She was attended by a team of physicians I have known for a decade. There was no question about her cause of death. To have the medical examiner step in at this point, on the morning of her cremation, on the basis of — what? Anonymous information? — is — I’m sorry. I want to be calm. I am trying to be calm. This is not a small thing.”

“I understand, sir.”

“And I — I want to ask. Am I — is there — is there an implication here that I am being —”

He did not finish the sentence.

Ortiz watched him not finish the sentence.

She said, “Sir, you are not being charged with anything. You are not being detained. You are not under arrest. We are here to inform you of the hold order. Anything further will be handled by the medical examiner’s office and, if necessary, by our office, in the coming days.”

He nodded. He nodded several times, in the way of a person who was trying to process a thing that had not yet, in his system, fully landed.

Reyes spoke for the first time. He said, in the casual conversational voice he had developed over a decade of interview work: “Sir. One thing we wanted to ask about. We had a tip come in yesterday morning from a woman named Hannah. We have not been able to fully verify her account. Did you, by any chance, have drinks Thursday night with a woman named Hannah?”

Rich Vale’s face did, in that moment, the thing that faces do when they have been hit by a piece of information they had not prepared for.

It was a thing. It was very brief. It lasted, by Ortiz’s later assessment, perhaps three-quarters of a second. The corners of his mouth moved. His left eye blinked. The line between his brows deepened by a fraction of a millimeter and then smoothed itself again.

Then he recovered.

He said, in the smooth even voice he had been producing for the entire interview, “Yes. I had drinks Thursday with a woman named Hannah.”

“How did you meet her, sir?”

“On an app.”

“On a dating app?”

“Yes.”

“Five days after your wife died?”

A pause.

“Detective. I — I am not proud of that. I have been in a difficult time. I have been making poor decisions. I was — I was lonely. I am not the first widower to make a mistake like that.”

“You’re not, sir.”

“What did she — what did she say.”

“I’m not at liberty to say, sir.”

Rich did not say anything for a long moment.

Then he stood up.

“Detectives. I am going to ask you to leave. If you have further questions for me, I will refer you to my attorney. I think it is best for everyone if we end this conversation here this morning.”

“Of course, sir.”

They stood up. They walked back through the long open front hall. Ortiz, at the door, turned.

“Dr. Vale. I’m sorry for your loss.”

He looked at her.

He said, very quietly, “Thank you.”

She closed the door behind her on her way out.

She and Reyes walked down the slate path to the car. They got in. They sat for a moment with the engine off. Neither of them spoke. Reyes was looking at the house in the rearview mirror.

After a moment Reyes said, very quietly: “He did it.”

Ortiz did not look at the rearview mirror. She was looking straight ahead through the windshield at the wet trees.

“Yeah,” she said. “He did.”

She started the car. She backed out of the driveway. She turned onto the road and drove past the marked unit, which fell in behind them. They drove back into the city in the rain.

Behind them, in the house in the west hills, Rich Vale stood in the front hall for a long minute with the car keys still in his hand.

He did not move. He did not, for that long minute, do anything at all.

Then he turned and walked back into the kitchen. He sat down at the kitchen table. He put both hands flat on the table in front of him. He looked at them. They were, he noted with the small clinical attention he applied to everything, slightly trembling.

He thought, for the first time in eleven days:

something has gone wrong.

He picked up his phone. He opened a contact he had not yet had to open. He pressed the button to call.

His attorney answered on the second ring.
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The expanded toxicology panel came back at three in the afternoon on Thursday of the following week.

Dr. Allison Whitfield read the report in her office with the door closed. She read it twice. She set it on her desk. She picked up the phone.

“Detective Ortiz.”

“It’s positive.”

“For what.”

“I’m not going to say it on the phone. I will send the report. Come over.”

Ortiz drove over in the rain. She sat across from Whitfield at the desk. Whitfield slid the report across.

Ortiz read it.

She read the agent. She read the levels. She read the metabolite pattern. She read Whitfield’s annotated note, written in the careful flat language of a forensic pathologist writing for a future jury: the metabolite ratio at autopsy is inconsistent with a single therapeutic or accidental ingestion. The ratio is consistent with sub-acute administration over a sustained interval of twelve to twenty-four hours prior to symptom onset, or with a large single oral dose followed by clinical management that did not include the consideration of toxic ingestion. The fatal dose was not, on the basis of this metabolite analysis, self-administered.

Ortiz looked up.

“Allison.”

“Yes.”

“He poisoned her.”

“He poisoned her.”

“On a Tuesday night. With dinner.”

“With dinner.”

“And then he sat by her bed for five days.”

“And then he sat by her bed for five days.”

Ortiz set the report down. She put her hand over her mouth for a moment. She took it away.

She had been a detective for sixteen years. She had worked, in the sixteen years, a number of cases that had required her to sit in a chair across from a person who had killed another person, and to ask them, in the careful voice of a detective, the series of questions that detectives asked. She had worked the cases. She had carried the cases, in the way that the work required her to carry them, into her home and into her sleep and into the weather of her own marriage. She had also, in the sixteen years, become a person who did not, on a regular basis, register surprise at the things human beings did to each other.

She registered, in the moment of putting her hand over her mouth, surprise.

She did not say what she was surprised by. She did not need to. Whitfield, across the desk, was registering the same surprise. The two women looked at each other across the desk for a long moment, and they did not say anything, and the surprise was, in the weather of the office, the thing they were both holding.

The surprise was not the surprise that a doctor had killed a person. The surprise was that the doctor had sat by the bed for five days.

The five days were the thing that registered, to both of them, in the way that information registered to people who had spent thirty-one and sixteen years respectively learning to read information about other human beings.

A man who has poisoned his wife and who is, in the architecture of the plan, attempting to make it look like a natural death — that man, by the weight of the registers both of them used, would have wanted to be elsewhere during the dying. That man would have arranged business travel. That man would have arranged hospital visits, but visits, not the constant bedside vigil that Rich Vale had performed. A man who had poisoned his wife and who could not, in the weight of his own attention, watch her die over five days would have found, in the way of such men, a reason to be elsewhere for the worst of it.

Rich Vale had not been elsewhere. Rich Vale had been in the chair beside the bed for sixty-four hours.

He had held her hand.

Whitfield had read it in the chart notes. Ortiz had taken it as testimony from three different nurses. The pattern was consistent across every witness. The husband had not, at any point in the five days, left the bedside for more than the intervals required by his own body. He had not, in the five days, left to attend to business. He had not left for a single meal that was not a granola bar from the family lounge.

He had performed the husband.

He had performed the husband with the endurance of a man who had been doing it for a long time, and the performance had been, in its way, the most impressive feature of the entire architecture of the crime.

Whitfield said, very quietly, “Detective.”

“Yes.”

“I have not seen a husband do that before.”

“No.”

“I have seen the others. I have not seen one who could do that.”

“No.”

They sat for another moment.

“Walk me through what you need from us,” Ortiz said.

Whitfield walked her through it. The chain of custody. The corroborating physician affidavits. The interviews with the hospital team that the prosecutor would want sealed before the search. The list of items the search warrant should specify. The kitchen. The bedroom. The home office. The garage. The car. The computer. The phone.

Ortiz wrote it all down.

“How long does it take you to get a warrant in this town,” Whitfield asked.

“On something like this. Friday morning. Forty-eight hours.”

“Move it.”

“I will.”

Ortiz left. She drove to the precinct. She walked into her sergeant’s office without knocking. She closed the door. She sat down across from him. She put the report on his desk.

He read it.

He said, “Holy shit, Lena.”

“I need the warrant by Friday morning.”

“You’ll have it.”

The warrant was signed Friday morning at eight-forty by a judge who had been briefed the night before. The arrest warrant was signed concurrently. At nine-thirty Friday morning four marked units and two unmarked Fords pulled up the long curving driveway of the house in the west hills.

Rich Vale opened the door in a dark sweater and slacks. He had not slept much in the last week. He had been in regular contact with his attorney, whose advice had been to stay home, say nothing, and wait. His attorney had explained the legal posture in some detail. His attorney had been, by Rich’s quiet private assessment, reasonably good at his job. Rich had, in the eight days since the detectives had come to the door, begun to recover a small amount of his confidence. The case, his attorney had told him, was extremely circumstantial. Even if the medical examiner found something on the expanded panel, the prosecution would need to establish chain of causation, and chain of causation in a case where the husband had been at the bedside throughout the hospitalization and the medical team had managed the case to the best of its ability was — his attorney had used the phrase — a long row to hoe.

He had repeated the phrase to himself several times in the eight days. A long row to hoe.

He had not, in the eight days, gone on the apps.

He opened the door to find Detective Ortiz on his front step with three uniformed officers behind her and the marked units in his driveway with their lights off, and he understood, in the interval before she spoke, that a long row to hoe was not going to be the operative phrase any longer.

“Dr. Vale, I have a warrant for your arrest. I have a warrant for the search of these premises. Please turn around. Place your hands behind your back.”

He did. He did not say anything. They put him in cuffs in his own front hall. They read him his rights. He listened. He nodded when he was supposed to nod. They walked him out of the house and down the slate path in the rain and into the back of one of the marked units, and the search teams went in.

He sat in the back of the car with his hands cuffed behind his back and watched, through the rain-streaked window, two officers carry a small marble mortar out of his house in an evidence bag.

He thought: no.

He thought: I threw that away.

He thought: I threw it away two states away.

He was wrong about that.

He had not. He had thought about throwing it away. He had planned to throw it away. He had, in the small fluid blur of the ten days of performance, somehow not done the actual physical act of taking the mortar from the house and disposing of it, and the mortar had sat for the entire intervening week on the top shelf of the cabinet above the refrigerator, behind the never-used appliances, where Margot had used to keep the holiday baking pans.

The detectives, searching the kitchen on the basis of the warrant, had found it within forty minutes.

It would test positive, when sent to the lab, for trace residue of the compound.

Rich, in the back of the marked unit, watched it disappear into the trunk of an unmarked car. He closed his eyes. He leaned his head against the window.

He thought: a long row to hoe.

He thought: not anymore.

The unit pulled out of the driveway. He looked, for the last time he would ever see it from outside in daylight, at the house in the west hills.

He did not think anything else for a long time.
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Three weeks later, on a Tuesday afternoon, Daniel Hoyt drove east across the river to a small coffee shop in a neighborhood he had not been in for years.

He had been called the previous Friday by a woman named Jen Vale-Liu, who had identified herself as Margot’s older sister, who had said she had wanted to meet for a long time, and who had asked whether he would be willing to have coffee. He had said yes immediately. He had not asked her how she had found his number. He had assumed, correctly, that the police had given it to her.

He had not, in the seven weeks since the obituary had arrived on his phone, met any of Margot’s people.

He had not, in the seven weeks, met anybody who had known her. He had attended the memorial service in the back row of the chapel and had left in the recessional without speaking to anyone. He had spent the seven weeks alone in the weather of a man who had loved a woman that nobody he encountered, on any day of his life, had ever known he had loved. He had gone to work. He had taught his juniors the second half of the unit on the periodic table and then the unit on stoichiometry and then the introductory unit on organic chemistry that he taught every spring. He had picked his daughter up from school on the Tuesdays and Fridays of the weeks when she was with him and had made her dinner and had helped her with her homework and had read to her at bedtime in the careful way he had been reading to her since she had been four, and his daughter had not, anywhere in the seven weeks, noticed that her father was, in some way she had not yet developed the language for, a different father than he had been in March.

He had cried, in the seven weeks, in small specific intervals. He had cried, twice in the first week, into the upholstery of his armchair. He had cried, once in the third week, into the small soft place between the small white tiles at the bottom of his shower. He had cried, in the fifth week, on a Saturday afternoon at his sister-in-law’s house in Seattle, sitting on the small wooden deck of her backyard with a cup of coffee in his hand, when his nephew — who was four and who had not, in the way of four-year-olds, registered that anyone in the family had any weather — had come up to him and had asked him Uncle Daniel why are you sad, and he had said, I am sad because somebody I loved died, and the nephew had nodded, in the careful way that four-year-olds nodded at the small adult information they did not understand, and had said I am sorry, Uncle Daniel, and had gone back to his four-year-old activity in the corner of the yard, and Daniel had cried for almost twenty minutes with his face in his hands.

He had not, in the seven weeks, told anyone in his life about her.

He had told his ex-wife, once, in a brief phone call about a logistical thing involving their daughter, that he was going through something and would appreciate her flexibility on the logistical thing. His ex-wife had been kind. His ex-wife had not asked what he was going through. His ex-wife had been, for almost three years of their separation, the careful person who did not ask the question. He had appreciated this. He had not, with his ex-wife or with anyone else, given the going-through a name.

He had been told, by his sister-in-law in Seattle on the Saturday with the nephew, that grief needed company. He had not, at the time, disagreed with her. He had only, in the weather of his own interior, not yet been able to imagine who the company would be.

Jen Vale-Liu, on the phone on the previous Friday, had been the company he had not yet been able to imagine.

He had said yes to her invitation before she had finished asking it.

He arrived at the coffee shop at two-fifty. He sat at a table by the window. He ordered a black coffee. He set his hands on the table and waited.

Jen came in at three-oh-two. She was wearing a long dark coat. Her hair was pulled back. He recognized her from the back row of the chapel three weeks ago — she had not seen him, but he had seen her, and the fact of the resemblance to Margot had hit him at the funeral with a force he had not expected. He stood up. She crossed to the table. She did not, for a moment, do anything. Then she put down her bag. She sat down across from him.

“Daniel.”

“Jen.”

She looked at him across the small table.

“Thank you for coming.”

“Thank you for asking me.”

A long pause.

She did not know where to begin. She started anyway.

“I knew about you. I want you to know that. She told me about you in February. Not your name. She didn’t give me your name. But she told me there was someone. She told me — she told me a lot, actually. She told me you were a chemistry teacher and that you had a daughter and that you had a copy of Middlemarch on the table in your apartment that smelled like a basement. She told me that the first time you slept together you asked her if she was all right three times. She told me she had not been asked that in a marriage that had lasted nine years.”

He did not say anything for a moment.

Then he said, “She told me about you too.”

“Did she.”

“She said you were her favorite person in the world. She said you had been her favorite person in the world since she was eight.”

Jen made a small sound. She covered her mouth with her hand. She looked out the window for a long minute. He did not interrupt. He waited.

She recovered. She put her hand back on the table.

“Daniel, I want to ask you something.”

“Okay.”

“Do you know what she was going to do.”

“What do you mean.”

“Was she going to leave him. Did she — did she say it. To you.”

He looked at her for a long second.

He said, “She said it. She told me about a month before she died. We were at my apartment. She had been very quiet that night. She told me about Rich. She told me about the open marriage. She told me a number of things she had not told me before. And at the end of it she told me, in language, that she was going to leave him.”

“In language.”

“In language. She used the words. She said I am going to leave him. She did not have a plan yet. She did not have a timeline. She had decided to find a lawyer and find an apartment and figure out the architecture of the change in her own time, and she was — Jen, she was very calm about it. She was the calmest I had ever seen her. She had been carrying this for some time and she had decided. She had — she had really decided.”

Jen nodded.

She looked down at the table.

“I always wondered. I always wondered if he —”

She did not finish.

He did not press her to finish.

She said, after a moment, “I never liked him.”

“I gathered.”

“I never liked him from the day I met him. I made a speech at their wedding that I have replayed in my head for ten years and have wished I had had the courage to make twice as pointed as I made it. I knew. I knew the day he sat across from me at our parents’ dinner table and told my father — my poor sweet dead father — that he had been an only child by choice. I knew. I told her. I told her in private. I told her after the engagement and before the wedding. She listened. She said she loved him. She said she knew he had a thing about himself and that she could love that part of him too. I let her. I let her marry him.” She paused. “I shouldn’t have.”

“Jen.”

“I know.”

“It was not your fault.”

“I know that too. I know it intellectually. I do not — I do not know it in my body. I will not know it in my body for a long time. Possibly not ever.”

He nodded. He understood this. He had a wife, an ex-wife now, whose own mother had died of a stroke when his wife was twenty-six, and his ex-wife had spent the better part of three years convinced, with no rational basis, that she should have seen the stroke coming.

“What I wanted to say to you,” she said, “is that I am glad she had you. I am — I am glad. I am glad that she was, in the last months of her life, in love. I do not know how much you knew her. I do not know what shape of her you got. I know that I, who knew her my whole life, do not feel that I had enough of her. But I want you to know — I want you to know that what you gave her was — was —”

She broke off.

“It was a lot,” she said. “It was a lot.”

He looked down at the table. His eyes were wet. He let them be wet. He did not, for a moment, look up.

When he did, he said: “I loved her very much.”

“I know you did.”

“I am going to love her for a long time.”

“I think she would like that.”

He nodded.

They sat for a moment without speaking. Outside the window the rain had started up again. A bus went past. A woman with an umbrella walked the wrong way against the wet wind. The barista behind the counter was foaming milk for someone’s drink, and the foaming made the sound of the machine.

“Jen.”

“Yes.”

“Will you tell me about her. About — about before. About when she was a little girl. I have only the version I had. I would like to have more.”

She looked at him across the table. She nodded.

“Yes.”

She took a breath.

“All right. So. When she was four, she had a stuffed rabbit she called Wallace —”

She told him about the rabbit.

She told him, after the rabbit, about the dance recital when Margot was six. She told him about the time their mother had taken them out of school in the middle of the day to drive three hours to see a meteor shower in the desert. She told him about the way Margot, at twelve, had spent a summer convinced she was going to grow up to be a marine biologist, until she had gone to a marine biology camp on the coast and had thrown up on a boat. She told him about the time, in college, that Margot had called her at three in the morning to say she had broken up with a boyfriend who had been wrong for her since the first month, and that the breakup had felt, in Margot’s words, like the first time I have ever in my life made a decision because it was the right decision and not because I was supposed to. She told him about the way Margot, at twenty-six, had taken the MCAT on a dare. She told him about the night their mother had died, and the way Margot had driven through a snowstorm and not arrived in time, and the way Margot had spent the following six months almost not eating, and the way Margot had emerged from that grief, slowly, into a version of herself that was steadier and more attentive and, somehow, kinder than the version of herself she had been before. She told him things that Daniel had not known. She told him things that Margot had never told him. She gave him, in the slow careful way of a sister giving the only thing she had left to give, the older versions of her sister.

She told him about the tire swing in the Adirondacks. She told him about the dock. She told him about the red mark across her sister’s shoulders.

He listened. He did not interrupt. He drank his coffee slowly. He did not, at any point in the next ninety minutes, do anything except listen.

When she was done, she said: “Thank you for letting me do that.”

“Thank you for doing it.”

“Will you — will you come to her grave with me sometime. When you can. When it is — when it is ready.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

She stood up. She put her bag over her shoulder. He stood up too. They stood for a moment across the small table. She came around the table and put her arms around him. He returned the embrace. They held each other for a long moment in the small wet-windowed coffee shop, the two people who had loved Margot Vale most in the last year of her life, and they did not say anything else.

She left first. He stood at the table for a moment after she had gone. He watched her cross the street outside the window. He watched her get into a small dark car at the curb. He watched her drive away.

He sat down. He finished his coffee. He looked out the window for a long time at the rain.

In the weather of his chest, where the version of Margot he had known was kept, the rain was steady and gray and it was going to be steady and gray for a long time.

He paid the check. He put on his coat. He went out into the rain. He walked the eight blocks back to his car with his hands in his coat pockets and his collar up around his neck, and he did not, at any point on the walk, think about Rich Vale at all.

That seemed to him, at the time, like a small mercy he had been granted.

He understood, by the time he got to the car, that it was not a mercy. It was a discipline. He had chosen, on the way to the coffee shop that afternoon, not to think about the man in the jail cell. He would, he understood, have to keep choosing it. Every day. For a long time. Possibly for the rest of his life.

He could do that.

He started the car. He drove home.
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Rich Vale was forty-two years old, and on a Thursday afternoon in October he sat in a small concrete room at the county jail across a metal table from his attorney.

His attorney was a man named David Kohler, who was fifty-eight, and who specialized in the kind of cases that the local newspaper called high-profile and that Kohler himself, in private, called interesting. Kohler had taken Rich’s case on retainer two weeks after the arrest. Kohler was widely considered, in the small circle of the state’s criminal defense bar, to be one of the two or three best trial attorneys in the city. He had a soft careful voice and a way of leaning forward across the metal table that conveyed a kind of total focused attention, and Rich, sitting across from him in the orange jumpsuit that he had spent the first week deeply resenting and that he had now grown used to in the way a man grows used to any costume, found that he liked Kohler very much.

Kohler was, at this particular meeting, walking him through a deposition that he expected the prosecution to attempt. He was explaining what Rich should expect, what he should say, what he should not say. Rich was listening with the focused professional attention he had once applied to medical conferences. He was taking notes on a small yellow legal pad that Kohler had provided. He had not, at any point in the eleven weeks since his arrest, expressed remorse for the act that had brought him into this room.

He had expressed, repeatedly, remorse for getting caught.

He had expressed remorse, in detail and at length, for the conversation in the wine bar with Hannah. He had described, to Kohler, the error in judgment that had led him to tell a stranger about the life insurance money. He had used, in describing this error, the clinical language of a man performing a root-cause analysis on a poor patient outcome. He had said, more than once, I underestimated her. He had said, more than once, I had no reason to think she would think anything of it. He had said, with the distaste that Kohler had begun to find one of the more interesting features of his client, I thought she was decorative.

Kohler had filed this away. Kohler had filed many things away, in the eleven weeks. He had filed away the way Rich had described his wife when Kohler had first met him, which was as a complicated woman who had made some difficult decisions. He had filed away the way Rich had referred to the dating-app history that the prosecution had subpoenaed, which was as recreational. He had filed away the way Rich had spoken about Margot’s sister, which was as predictable.

Kohler had been a defense attorney for thirty-one years. He had represented men who had killed their wives before. He had represented men who had killed children, men who had killed strangers in bars, men who had killed for money and men who had killed for nothing in particular. He had not, in the accounting he kept of his clients, ever found one of them frightening.

Rich Vale was the first.

The fright was a thing that Kohler had not, in the previous thirty-one years, been able to imagine he would feel toward a client. The fright was the feature of his client that Kohler had begun to notice in the third week, when Rich had described, with the professional precision he applied to most things, the moment at his wife’s deathbed when he had registered with the clarity of a clinician that his wife had loved him at the end. Kohler had asked him, very gently, what that registration had felt like. Rich had said, with the precision: like a piece of data that did not fit the architecture of the plan and that I therefore filed.

Kohler had not, for the rest of the week, slept particularly well.

He did not say this to Rich. He said, instead, the things that defense attorneys said to clients who were about to be deposed.

“Rich, I want to walk you through the suicide theory one more time.”

“Okay.”

“The prosecution is going to argue that the metabolite ratio is inconsistent with self-administration. We are going to argue that it is consistent with a single large oral dose followed by hospitalization, and that the hospital management of the case did not consider toxic ingestion until the post-mortem expanded panel was run, which is consistent with a suicide that was successfully concealed from the medical team.”

“By me.”

“By her. The argument is that she concealed it. The argument is that she ingested the agent deliberately. The argument is that she did so in a manner that was, given her medical training, designed to look like a natural illness. The argument is that her presentation to the ER, her cooperation with the workup, and her sustained five-day course were consistent with a woman who had made a choice and who did not want her family to know she had made the choice.”

“She wasn’t suicidal.”

“Rich.”

“She wasn’t.”

“I know that. The jury does not know that. The jury will only know what they hear from the witnesses. The prosecution will put on witnesses who knew her — her sister, her colleagues, this Daniel — who will say she was happy. We will put on other witnesses, possibly some of your colleagues, possibly some of her former colleagues, who will say she had been quiet lately. We will introduce the open marriage. We will argue that the open marriage was a source of stress that the prosecution’s witnesses did not appreciate. We will argue that she had been considering leaving you, that her affair had become serious, that her professional life was difficult, that her family history included her mother’s death by what we will characterize as a slow self-neglect. We will give the jury — we will give them a story. We will give them a coherent alternative. We do not have to prove the alternative. We only have to make the alternative possible.”

“You think it’ll work.”

Kohler looked at him for a long second across the metal table.

“I think we have a better than fifty percent chance at trial.”

Rich nodded.

He nodded several times.

“And the mortar,” he said.

“The mortar is the worst evidence they have. The mortar is real. The mortar has residue. The mortar was in your house. The mortar will be hard to explain. We are going to argue — I am going to ask you to help me think this through — we are going to argue that the mortar was used by your wife to prepare an herbal supplement she had been taking, and that the trace residue is consistent with an ingredient she purchased through a third-party online retailer. We are going to demonstrate that such ingredients are available through such retailers. We are going to provide receipts, if we can find them — we have a team looking — and if we cannot find receipts we are going to argue that the prosecution cannot prove the mortar was used by you and that the chain of custody on the residue is therefore probative of access, not of action.”

“They saw poison in the house.”

“They saw a mortar with residue.”

“They saw it in my house.”

“They saw it in your and her house. You are not the only adult who lived there.”

Rich looked at him.

He smiled. It was a small smile. He had not, in eleven weeks, smiled often.

He said, “Kohler. I want to ask you something.”

“Yes.”

“If I had been a poor man. If I had been a poor man with no insurance and no house and no lawyer like you. What would my chances be.”

Kohler did not blink.

“Single digits.”

“Single digits.”

“Rich. Let me tell you something I tell every client I have ever represented who has been in your situation. The American justice system is many things. It is not, on any consistent basis, a system that produces truth. It is a system that produces outcomes. The outcomes are heavily weighted toward the resources of the defendant. It is better to be guilty and rich with good lawyers than innocent and poor. That is not a thing I am proud of. It is a thing I have learned in thirty-one years. You have hired me. I am going to give you everything I have. We are going to give the jury an alternative. We are going to give the jury a story. We are not going to let them have an easy decision. And I think — I think — we have a better than fifty percent chance.”

Rich looked at him for a long second.

He said, very quietly, “Thank you.”

Kohler closed his folder. He capped his pen. He stood up. He shook Rich’s hand across the metal table. He left.

Rich sat alone in the room for a moment.

He was forty-two years old. He had been incarcerated for eleven weeks. His trial date was eight months away. He had, in the eleven weeks, lost twelve pounds, the use of a phone except in specific scheduled increments, the use of his dating apps in any form, and the daily texture of the life he had spent two decades building. He had not, in the eleven weeks, lost his confidence. His confidence had been wounded for a period of perhaps seventy-two hours after the arrest, and had recovered, in the careful steady company of David Kohler, into something close to its previous shape.

He thought, sitting in the concrete room: better than fifty percent. Not certainty. Not nothing.

He thought, with the clarity that he had been finding, on and off, since the arrest: if I get out, I am going to leave. I am going to leave this city. I am going to leave this state. The life insurance is contested but it is not gone. The house, in the divorce-equivalent of a posthumous settlement, will be sold and the proceeds will be split between me and Margot’s sister. I will have enough. I will have enough for somewhere small and warm and far away. I will start over. I am still a young man.

He thought: I am still a young man.

He thought: I have made one mistake. I have made one operational mistake. The mistake was Hannah. The mistake was the woman. The mistake was talking to the woman. I will not, in the next chapter of my life, talk to the woman.

He thought: I will be more careful next time.

He did not, at any point in the next several minutes, think about Margot.

He stood up. The guard at the door of the room nodded at him. The guard escorted him back to his block. He sat down on the bunk in the small concrete cell. He looked at the small high window. There was, through the small high window, a slice of gray sky.

He looked at the slice of gray sky for a long minute.

He lay back on the bunk. He had not intended to sleep. The thin gray slant of light from the window crossed the cinderblock wall opposite, and he watched it move very slowly, and after a while he did not watch it any longer.

He dreamed.

He dreamed of an afternoon in their first apartment, the one with the radiator Margot had named Gladys. She was thirty in the dream. He was thirty-five. The radiator hissed. She was at the kitchen table with a book open in front of her and her hair in a knot at the back of her neck, and she was laughing — not at the book, at something he had said, something he could not, in the dream, recover — and her face was turned up to him in the way her face used to turn up when she was about to make fun of him for something, and she said his name. The cadence was the cadence she had used in life. The small extra emphasis on the second syllable. He had not heard anyone else in his entire life say his name that way.

He woke up.

For ten seconds he did not know where he was.

His mouth was dry. The cinderblock wall was in front of him. The thin gray slant of light had moved another inch. His heart was doing the slow steady thing his heart did when his body knew he was awake before his mind had quite caught up.

The ten seconds passed.

He registered the cinderblock wall. He registered the bunk. He registered the orange jumpsuit, which he had at some point in his sleep pushed up to his elbows. He registered, with the returning competence of a man who had spent eleven weeks training himself back into shape, that he was in jail and that his trial was in the spring and that his attorney had told him an hour ago that he had a better than fifty percent chance.

He sat up.

He filed the dream.

He filed it the way he had been filing things for twenty years, and the filing worked, the way it had always worked, and after another minute he was, by every measure he applied to himself, recovered.

He thought: better than fifty percent.



32.

Two hundred miles east of the jail, in a small town in the mountains where she had gone for a long weekend with her sister, Hannah Pham sat at a small wooden table in a cabin with a cup of coffee and looked out a tall window at a stand of pine trees that the wind was moving slowly back and forth.

She had been thinking about her mother.

She had been thinking about a thing her mother had said to her, in the last months, about the weather of grief and the weather of having done a hard thing. Her mother had said: Hannah. Some things you do, you do not get a parade for. Some things you do, you do because they were yours to do. The doing was the reward. The doing was the only reward you were ever going to get. Don’t wait for the parade. There will not be a parade.

She drank her coffee. She watched the pines.

She had given her deposition in August. The trial was in the spring. Detective Ortiz had told her, on the phone the previous week, that the prosecution was going to call her as a witness. Detective Ortiz had also told her that Rich Vale’s defense team would attempt, in cross-examination, to suggest that her account of the evening had been confused, or self-aggrandizing, or motivated by the need of a woman who had slept with a married man to recast herself as the heroine of the story. Hannah had said, on the phone, I know. Detective Ortiz had said, you are going to be fine. Hannah had said, I know that too.

She had spent the eleven weeks since the night with Rich in a way that she would, in the years that followed, remember as the weather of a woman who had become, in the moment of sitting on a closed toilet lid in her bathroom at four in the morning with her laptop on her knees and an obituary on the screen, a different kind of person than she had been at three-fifty-nine.

She had not, in the eleven weeks, gone back on the apps.

She had told her sister, in a long phone call the morning after the call to the police, the entire story. She had told her father, in a careful phone call the following weekend, the parts of the story her father needed to know. She had told her closest friend at work, a woman named Marisol who had been her work-marriage for nine years, the small operational facts of why she was, that month, taking the personal leave she had decided to take. She had not, in the eleven weeks, told the man she had been seeing intermittently before her mother had died, who had texted her twice in May and who she had not, in the way of women who have walked into something that had reorganized their interior, replied to.

She had spent a great deal of time alone.

She had spent the time, in the way of a woman who had been spending time alone for almost two years, well. She had read. She had hiked. She had gone with her sister, in the last week of June, on a long trip to Olympic National Park, where they had stayed in three different cabins in three different corners of the park and had walked, in three different weathers, through three different forests, and had not, in any of the three forests, talked very much about what had happened. She had cried, twice, on the trip. She had cried once at a viewpoint over the strait and once in the weather of a Saturday morning in the third cabin when she had woken up at four-thirty in the morning with a dream of her mother that she had not, when she was awake, been able to reproduce.

She had thought, in the eleven weeks, a great deal about Margot Vale.

She had not, before the night of April fourth, known Margot Vale existed. She had read the obituary at four-fifteen in the morning of April fifth and had carried, in the eleven weeks since, the photograph from the obituary — Margot in a white coat, dark hair pulled back, eyes very kind — in the permanent way that one carries a fact one has not, in any direct way, earned the right to.

She had thought about Margot’s sister. She had thought about Margot’s man — she had read, in the private way she had been reading the case files Detective Ortiz had let her see, the account of the chemistry teacher in the back row of the chapel — and she had thought about the accident of having been, on the night of April fourth, the woman in the apartment that the husband had walked into. She had thought, in the way of a woman who had been raised by a careful immigrant mother to consider luck as a serious feature of the moral universe, about the luck of having been the woman in the apartment. She had thought about the other woman who would have been in the apartment, if she had not. She had thought about whether the other woman would have heard what she had heard, and would have called whom she had called, and would have done what she had done.

She had decided, in the interior register her mother had given her, that the other woman might not have.

She had decided, in the interior register, that she had not, on the night of April fourth, been an accident.

She had decided, in the interior register, that the night of April fourth had been the kind of night her mother had been preparing her for.

In the cabin, with the pines moving, she finished her coffee. She set the cup down. She thought about Margot Vale, whom she had not known and would never know, and whose photograph from the obituary she had carried in her head for eleven weeks now, smiling in the white coat with the dark hair pulled back.

She thought: I’m sorry I didn’t get to know you.

She thought: I’m glad I made the call.

She thought: the doing was the reward.

She got up. She put on her coat. She walked out onto the small porch of the cabin. The air was cold. The pines were moving. Somewhere down the road her sister was making lunch.

She stood on the porch for a moment with her hands in her pockets, looking at the trees.

Then she went down the steps and walked toward the smell of her sister’s kitchen.

Behind her, two hundred miles to the west, in a concrete cell with a slice of gray sky, Rich Vale was thinking better than fifty percent.

The trial was in the spring.

Nobody, in any office or any cell or any cabin or any kitchen or any of the small rooms of the city that had loved Margot Vale, knew yet what was going to happen.

That was, for the moment, the truth.

That was, for the moment, all the truth there was.

— end —
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