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            Dedication

         
         
            To Kate, again

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The book comes out today and I am overcome with fears and forebodings. Supposing women didn’t like the book because it has
               no important woman in it, and critics didn’t like it because it dealt with the rich and contained no peasants borrowed out
               of Tess in it and set to work in Idaho? Suppose it didn’t even wipe out my debt to you—why it will have to sell 20,000 copies even
               to do that!
            

            —Letter from F. Scott Fitzgerald to his editor, Maxwell Perkins, regarding The Great Gatsby, April 10, 1925
            

             

            sales situation doubtful excellent reviews

            —Telegram from Perkins to Fitzgerald, April 20, 1925
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            Part One

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Steven’s breath carried the sour aftertaste of his overindulgent night.

         
         “Maybe I’ll skip it next year,” he said, wedging a down pillow between his back and the bars of the wrought-iron sleigh bed
            Lucy had bought two months earlier.
         

         
         In the bathroom, she’d stripped the evening’s paint from her face and was priming tomorrow’s canvas with her palette of creams
            and acids.
         

         
         “No one’s holding a gun to your head,” she said, squinting into the mirror. “Free country.”

         
         He had plied himself with cocktails and—rare for him—canapés to endure the annual three-hour benefit for an educational nonprofit
            on whose board she sat. Thousand-dollar-a-head guests in black tie—the men like inflatable penguins beside their spectral,
            hollow-cheeked wives—had convened at Cipriani Wall Street on a disconcertingly balmy final day of January, overbidding on
            charity lots to offset, however fractionally, the dubious tax deductions they’d claim come April.
         

         
         Now, at last, he was out of his tuxedoed straitjacket and in his T-shirt from a young writers’ festival that had featured
            him, once upon a time. Even after nine years—and all the night’s Wagyu sliders and truffled pommes soufflées—the tattered
            shirt lay flat over his stomach.
         

         
         Steven’s phone buzzed. There weren’t many people left who would text him this late.

         
         “My brother wants to know when your vacation starts in June, so he can ask for time off,” he said.

         
         “I thought I told you—we’re targeting a French company coming to market around then,” Lucy said. “There’s a chance I’ll have to fly to Paris last minute. I can’t do California.” 

         
         When Steven didn’t say anything, she added, “Genevieve recommended a place they rented last summer in the Catskills. It’s
            got a lake and woods. A hot tub.”
         

         
         “A hot tub?” he said. “Look, Sophie barely remembers meeting the twins. Caleb doesn’t, at all. And before you suggest it, you know Tim
            doesn’t have the money to fly here.”
         

         
         “He had enough to buy you that ridiculous sleep-tracking ring for Christmas,” Lucy said, crossing the room to sit on her side
            of the bed. “I’ve offered more times than I can count to cover their flights and hotel. It’s not my fault he’s too proud to
            accept it.”
         

         
         Before Steven could frame a response, their six-year-old entered the room, clutching her plush puppy.

         
         “I’m scared,” she said.

         
         “You didn’t wake up Constanza again, did you?” Steven asked.

         
         She shook her head. “An owl was pecking outside my window.”

         
         “No owls here, Sophie,” Lucy said. “Just a bad dream.”

         
         “There are,” she insisted. “In Prospect Park. Miss Farran showed us a picture.”
         

         
         “No owls in Brooklyn Heights. And owls hoot, not peck.”

         
         The girl looked unconvinced. “Can Daddy come to my bed?”

         
         “I can come, Soph,” said Lucy.

         
         Sophie looked to her father with a wordless appeal. Despite his concerns about her reliance on them at bedtime, he liked serving
            as her warm chaperone into slumber and dreaded the day she no longer needed anyone.
         

         
         He also took private satisfaction in being the parent she invariably chose.

         
         “Mom wants a turn,” he said.

         
         There was a brief silence before she relented and left with her mother.

         
         Steven closed the velvet drapes over the East River, then sank back into the freshly laundered sheets. In the fifteen minutes Sophie typically took to settle, he could start the novel he’d just bought, which the Times had gushed about in a review composed almost entirely of pull quotes.
         

         
         Or he could sneak in a quick round of Risk on his phone, the game of strategic conquest—or, as the app styled it, “global
            domination.”
         

         
         After massing his army in North Africa, he was about to blitzkrieg through Europe when Lucy came back.

         
         Steven paused his turn and hid the screen.

         
         “I’m sorry about California,” she said as she got into bed. “I’ll beg Tim to let me pay for their tickets to come here next
            Christmas as a present.”
         

         
         He could press his case, but like any marital argument in bed, it was a variation on one they’d had a thousand times, and
            he knew how it would end.
         

         
         “Okay,” he said. “Forget it.”

         
         She thanked him, said good night, and turned off the bedside lamp, her phone haloing her shoulder in icy lunar light.

         
         Steven didn’t much feel like having sex, especially after all the food and drink, which he intended to undo with a strenuous
            gym session the next day. Yet a gesture of reconciliation was in order; they’d just gone to a fancy event; it had been a longer-than-usual
            drought.
         

         
         He extended a hand toward Lucy’s back, but her body, on the far side of the bed, shifted farther still.

         
         He returned to the game, stormed into Western Europe, and conquered the world.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The next morning, Steven suffered through his undergrad fiction workshop with a hangover; three drinks had, sometime in the
            last few years, become a daylong punishment. The projection screen, synced to his laptop, displayed the first page of Flannery
            O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.”
         

         
         “Let’s go through all the significant details in the first paragraph,” he said, pacing the room like a lawyer before a jury
            in hopes of reviving his energy. “Who wants to start?”
         

         
         No one volunteered.

         
         “Well, what do you make of the grandmother’s ‘thin hip’ and her ‘rattling the newspaper’ in the same sentence?”

         
         Again, nothing but the clank of the old radiators. Before he could make another plea, one of his students raised his hand.
            He had a hard time distinguishing between the slouchy, mumbly boys, the quality of whose fiction—and underclassmen males had
            never been the most sensitive interpreters of the world to begin with—deteriorated with every minute of porn they watched,
            reactionary podcast they listened to, and ultraviolent video game they played (pot, kettle).
         

         
         “Um, Professor Hammer?” the boy said. “You’re getting a notification?”

         
         In his groggy haze, he’d neglected to disable notifications, and across the room a text popped up on the projection screen
            from lucy myers: “I forwarded kids camp forms to you. Fill out please. I paid tuition. Also sent you stipend.”
         

         
         He walked to the laptop as fast as he could without making it obvious he was hurrying. But the room was lousy with chairs, and before he could get there another alert arrived: a bank notice about money sent to him by lucy myers, specifying the amount and labeling the transaction stipend.
         

         
         The class had been quiet after the camp text, but now there was at least one snort.

         
         In his haste to clear the texts, he accidentally clicked on the second one. It opened every previous communication from the
            financial institution, identical monthly messages—twelve of them—all confirming the same transfer, all tagged stipend.
         

         
         Just over a year ago, he’d confided to Lucy that he was low on money. She asked if he could get teaching work. He’d already
            tried rustling up employment; his old grad school friend, now the department head at this university, had only a single peanuts-paying
            class he could give him, with the hope a tenure-track role might open in the next year or two.
         

         
         In the meantime, Steven had proposed that he become the full-time caretaker of the children, and the money they saved by forgoing
            a nanny could be allocated to him.
         

         
         “I’d rather you finish your novel and sell it,” Lucy said.

         
         He wondered if her motive wasn’t purely financial—or even because, in her corporate milieu, it was infra dig for a man to
            sideline his career to tend to his brood—so much as that she was threatened by the prospect of his growing closer yet to the
            kids. Though assisted by Constanza, he’d changed exponentially more diapers than Lucy ever had, fixed more snacks, applied
            more Band-Aids; those small daily acts of service had bonded him to Sophie and Caleb in ways their mother, who parachuted
            in once in a while, never could.
         

         
         “In that case,” he said, “so I can focus on it, how would you feel about giving me a . . . sort of fellowship stipend?”

         
         Unlike his brother, he wasn’t too proud to accept help. He could sense her dismay—not in parting with the money, which she could easily afford, but at what it said about his diminishing prospects. She never lorded her breadwinner status over him, which encompassed everything in their lives: the titanic mortgage and maintenance on their condo, the private school tuitions, the live-in nanny. But she didn’t have to. Even unspoken, it was the arbiter of all family decisions, and should they enter this new understanding, it would now resurface not only with every check placed before Steven that he—after the waiter left—then slid over to his wife, but each shirt, cocktail, and hardcover he independently purchased for which she’d ultimately foot the bill. 

         
         Nevertheless, she’d consented. And ever since, on the first of every month, she had transferred from her bank account to his
            a generous “stipend.” She didn’t automate the transaction; he wondered if that was to ensure they both got a monthly reminder
            of their lopsided arrangement, one that dressed itself in a more dignified noun than allowance.
         

         
         Only now his entire class was reviewing their mortifying ledger, and it wasn’t hard to figure out what their code word really
            meant.
         

         
         He finally cleared away the messages and disabled further notifications.

         
         “‘Thin hip’ and ‘rattling’ evoke a skeleton, and ‘rattling’ also suggests a rattlesnake,” he said, pretending none of them
            had seen his household finances—and marriage—laid bare. “It all foreshadows her death.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Steven spent the week after his classroom humiliation trying to figure out how to obviate the need for his stipend. When he
            asked Adam to meet for lunch or dinner to discuss his next book, his literary agent countered with breakfast near his office—in
            effect, negotiating his own client down to coffee before moving on to his real workday, representing more lucrative authors
            who earned themselves three-martini dinners on the agency’s dime.
         

         
         Steven waited until they were served before raising the subject Adam had been dodging. Swallowing a forkful of his egg-white
            omelet, he asked, “So, what do you think about selling my new novel as a pitch?”
         

         
         Adam’s eyebrows arched skeptically. “A pitch?”

         
         “I emailed you last week, remember? You asked me to boil the theme down to a sentence? I said the gold rush marked the shift
            in the American character from Puritan work ethic to speculative gambling. Wall Street before Wall Street was the tagline,”
            he said. “It must’ve gone to your spam folder.”
         

         
         “Right, of course,” Adam said, nodding in either real or feigned recollection. “Apropos of speculative gambling, it’s very
            hard these days to sell anything on spec. The era of stupidly overpaying for literary fiction is pretty much done. Especially
            when it’s . . .”
         

         
         With a rueful grimace, he nodded toward Steven, then, with a grin, added, “Don’t quote me on that. Seriously.”

         
         Steven wasn’t smiling along. “So we can’t do anything?”

         
         “Well,” Adam said, “how many pages of The Mothership are in good enough—”
         

         
         “The Motherlode.”
         

         
         “Sorry. How many are in shape to send to Caroline?”

         
         Steven gave a small shrug. “Not many. Research keeps getting in the way of the writing.”

         
         Adam blotted his lips with his paper napkin before delivering his verdict. “I don’t think a pitch is our best strategy. The
            sales for Cruelty of April complicate things.”
         

         
         “How bad could the numbers be?”

         
         “I looked this morning.” Adam’s expression was grim. “Do you really want to know?”

         
         Steven had intentionally avoided viewing the royalty statements for his second novel, certain he’d encounter an unsightly
            figure. But more demoralizing than its commercial failure was that he’d initially thought it better than his debut, which,
            over the years, he’d come to dismiss as pabulum, its bestsellerdom—even the awards attention—proof of its slickly executed
            middlebrow mediocrity. Cruelty of April, he’d believed, was his magnum opus—not only more formally ambitious than The American Blooms, the kind of “way-we-live-now” novel rarely attempted anymore, but also more raw and honest, particularly one of the quieter
            story lines, concerning a young man and his dying mother, based on his own experience at twenty-nine.
         

         
         Until the reviews started rolling in. The critics’ schadenfreude was all but explicit, as if each were competing to land the
            knockout punch to his once-charmed career. (“‘Cruelty to the Reader’ may be a more apposite title,” snarked the Times reviewer, a fellow Brooklyn novelist who’d fawned over him at a party years earlier. “Hammer gazes for five hundred excruciating
            pages into the sweaty navel of upper-middle-class whiteness, mistaking that claustrophobic aperture for the whole of American
            life, and extracts enough lint to supply NPR with tote bags for decades.”)
         

         
         “I don’t expect to be stupidly overpaid,” Steven said. “I just want to feel . . .”

         
         How he had nine years ago. But admitting that aloud was pathetic.

         
         “Like I have a job,” he finished.

         
         Adam wiped his mouth again.

         
         “We’ve worked together a long time, so I don’t want to bullshit you and give you false hope,” he said. “In this climate, it
            may be tough to find a publisher. Meaning, any publisher.”
         

         
         Steven stared into his black coffee amid the scraping of silverware and chipper conversation at other tables.

         
         “Unless,” added his agent, with the forced optimism of an oncologist softening a terminal diagnosis, “the next book looks
            like a surefire bestseller.”
         

         
         

         “Not many” pages was an understatement. He’d frittered away three years on research and had yet to convert any notes into
            prose. Adam’s ultimatum that this new book had to be a guaranteed hit wouldn’t help. He supposed he could start over with
            a more commercially appealing subject, but the sunk costs were too high to scrap The Motherlode now.
         

         
         And what would that surefire bestselling premise even be? If conceiving it were that easy, he’d do it—to an extent; he still
            had his dignity. (Adam, who’d recently made headlines for selling a trilogy about “mutant dog zombies” for seven figures,
            apparently didn’t.)
         

         
         Back from his breakfast, he planned to tell Constanza he’d handle school pickup that afternoon. At least he could be useful
            around the house.
         

         
         Her shoes were in the foyer. She wasn’t in the kitchen or living room. The apartment was quiet.

         
         “Constanza?” he called. “You here?”

         
         He walked down the long hallway to her side of the apartment and knocked loudly. Then he announced he was coming in, shielding his eyes in case she was undressed. 

         
         When he lowered his hand, he saw his children’s nanny splayed out on the floor—elbows bent at unnatural angles like an Egyptian
            hieroglyph, clutching her phone, eyes frozen open.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         The cause of death was quickly ruled a cardiac event. When Steven asked if there was a more precise finding he could relay
            to Constanza’s family, he was told that, given her age (sixty-two) and the absence of suspicious circumstances, a full autopsy
            wouldn’t be performed.
         

         
         “Something very sad has happened,” Lucy said that night with both kids on her lap. “And I want you to know that it’s okay
            to cry. Constanza died today.” For the benefit of Caleb, barely four, she added, “That means we won’t see her ever again.”
         

         
         He seemed unmoved, possibly still uncomprehending. Sophie broke down.

         
         “Is she in heaven?” she asked.

         
         “Some people believe that,” Lucy said.

         
         “Do you?”
         

         
         “If there is a heaven,” said Lucy, a committed atheist who barely tolerated Santa Claus and the tooth fairy, “Constanza is
            definitely there now.”
         

         
         Steven watched, unsure how he would have answered. Lucy had spent a fraction of the time that their former nanny had with
            the kids, but when it came to the important things, her maternal instincts were solid.
         

         
         Sophie wept in bed that night, and Steven, as the parent who almost never had to wake up early, stayed by her side, tearing up as he consoled her. Not just for Constanza, a beloved fixture of their family since Lucy had voluntarily ended her maternity leave with Sophie after one month, but because seeing his children at their most vulnerable surfaced the subterranean feelings that came out less and less as he aged. 

         
         And Constanza was only seventeen years older than he was.

         
         

         Routine provided ballast. Lucy’s firm was in the midst of an acquisition—or “targeting” one; he could never really tell the
            difference—so pinch-hitting for Constanza fell to him. He cooked all their meals, took them to and from school, ballet, karate,
            and swim, and continued to help Sophie with her reading and indulge Caleb’s obsessions. Beyond the closeness it cemented with
            his kids, he usually enjoyed even the grunt work; it was the one time he felt like he was pulling his weight.
         

         
         But after he missed school pickup one afternoon because a faculty meeting ran late, it was clear they couldn’t go on like
            this for long. They figured they had two more years of needing a live-in nanny—someone who could manage weekday childcare,
            pitch in on weekends, cook, and do light housework—so Lucy could maintain her seventy-hour workweeks with frequent travel
            and Steven could ostensibly get back to his writing (or, failing that, his fifteen-hour workweeks of Risk).
         

         
         Finding a replacement fell to Steven, with the main prerequisite being someone who wouldn’t die of natural causes while in
            their employ. He posted the listing through an au pair agency and, after procrastinating for a week, sifted through one hundred
            and thirteen international applicants under thirty.
         

         
         If it were just daytime childcare, it would be simple. But this was intimate, a person you wouldn’t mind seeing in pajamas,
            who’d sometimes tag along on vacations, a fifth wheel who saw you at your worst.
         

         
         On the sixth page of profiles, his vision suddenly sharpened.

         
         Flaxen ponytail. A warm smile. A toddler on her lap, the child’s face conscientiously blurred out.

         
         She was twenty-four. From Oslo.

         
         Astrid Ødegaard.

         
         How much more arresting that slashed first letter looked than an unadorned American O.
         

         
         He looked at all her other pictures, especially one in which she wore a tight white tank top.

         
         “I am a recent graduate of the University of Oslo,” she wrote. “I am fluent in English, I enjoy cooking, am happy to do housework,
            have taught swimming, and have a driver’s license with no infractions. Most importantly, I have an abiding love for children:
            their innocence, their curiosity, their infinitely replenishing capacity for joy and wonder, the mysterious ways their minds
            work.”
         

         
         The last line of her bio read, “In my spare time I enjoy reading and writing fiction.”

         
         

         He needed Lucy’s sign-off, and he couldn’t reasonably give her just a single candidate, let alone one who looked like Astrid.
            Picking two other, plainer applicants who seemed competent but less fluent in English, he took screenshots of all three profiles
            to send to Lucy while she was at work, attaching only one photo of each. He chose Astrid’s least eye-catching portrait, a
            fuzzy shot with her face half hidden in shadow, like a movie villain’s. Lucy would certainly choose one of the other women;
            he’d tell her that by the time he reached out to them, other families had already snatched them up.
         

         
         Just before he sent Astrid’s screenshots, he retook the one of her bio so that it cut off the final line about fiction.

         
         Two hours later, Lucy texted back.

         
         “Hire the Norwegian,” she wrote.

         
         He was in such disbelief that he felt obligated to confirm her selection.

         
         “Yes,” she texted. “Best English skills. Kids will benefit from her vocab. Caleb could use the help.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         After a brief phone interview—technical glitches had thwarted a video call—and compliance with various bureaucratic requirements,
            Astrid flew in from Oslo on the first day of spring, a drab, rainy one. Steven drove to JFK to meet her.
         

         
         He spotted her at the baggage carousel before she saw him. Among the bedraggled travelers, she looked like an actress in a
            Bergman film. And this after an eight-hour flight, in a parka, under airport fluorescents. He wasn’t sure how Lucy would react
            once she saw Astrid in the flesh.
         

         
         As long as he treated her as he had Constanza, it would be fine.

         
         “It is pleasant to meet you, Mr. Hammer,” she said after he came up and introduced himself. Her teeth were straight except
            for a single snaggled incisor.
         

         
         “Call me Steven, please. We’re not that kind of people.” He pointed at a carry-on over her shoulder and a suitcase at her
            feet. “Is this all you have?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she said. “I have a small amount of possessions.”

         
         He suppressed a laugh but not a smile.

         
         “Did I speak incorrectly?” she asked.

         
         “No. Not at all.” He reached for the suitcase just as she did, and their hands brushed.

         
         “Sorry,” he said.

         
         She didn’t move. He met her gaze for only a second before grabbing the handle.

         
         “I’ll take it,” he said.

         
         He peppered Astrid with questions as he drove back to Brooklyn, trying to avoid silences that might make either of them reconsider
            what they’d signed up for. Without embellishment or humor, she said she was from a seaside town called Grimstad and had worked
            intermittently for a family in Oslo since graduating, until their children had outgrown the need for a nanny.
         

         
         “I studied literature in university,” she told him.

         
         “I haven’t read much Norwegian literature,” was all he said.

         
         He hadn’t yet mentioned his profession in their correspondence, out of modesty and, maybe, accuracy.

         
         “Is the temperature okay?” he asked as they idled in traffic on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, the squeak of windshield wipers
            the only sound in the family’s Range Rover, which sealed off the outside world. “Too cold for you?”
         

         
         “I enjoy the cold,” she said.

         
         “Right, makes sense.” He tried to make his chuckle sound relaxed.

         
         The traffic wasn’t moving at all. What should have taken ten more minutes was going to be at least half an hour.

         
         “The kids are with a babysitter now, but they’ll be excited to meet you,” he said.

         
         “And Lucy, of course,” he added.

         
         

         On their way into the elevator of their building, one of two famous actors who lived there stepped out. (This one was frequently
            cast in action movies; the other, in prestige dramas. Steven imagined each envied the other’s career.)
         

         
         The man, known for dating glamorous women, did a perceptible double take when passing Astrid—first at her face, then, beneath
            her parka, her concealed figure.
         

         
         Something territorial stirred in Steven.

         
         If Astrid noticed the attention—or the celebrity of the man giving it—she didn’t let on.

         
         “There are a couple famous actors in this building,” he told her when the doors closed. “You’ll get used to it.”

         
         “I do not watch much contemporary cinema,” she said.

         
         “No? Not into superhero movies?”

         
         She shook her head. “They are like fairy tales for adults.”

         
         When they got in the door, Steven called out to the kids. Caleb toddled out first with one of his trucks.

         
         “Hello,” Astrid said, crouching to his height. “My name is Astrid. You must be Caleb. What is that you have?”

         
         Caleb held up his truck. “Loader.”

         
         “That is a very nice—it is called a ‘loader’?”

         
         “Backhoe loader,” he specified, a distinction Steven still didn’t grasp.

         
         Sophie emerged from around a corner, dawdling there.

         
         “And are you Sophie?” Astrid asked.

         
         His daughter didn’t speak. “Say hi, Soph,” Steven prodded.

         
         “Hi,” she said in a quiet voice.

         
         “I love your dress,” said Astrid. “It looks like the ones Norwegian girls wear.”

         
         Sophie touched the material. “It’s called a dirndl. It’s from the olden days.”

         
         “Yes,” Astrid said. “It is what the girls wear in The Sound of Music.”
         

         
         “That’s my favorite movie,” said Sophie.

         
         “Maybe we could watch it together sometime,” Astrid suggested.

         
         Sophie smiled shyly.

         
         “You won’t have to wait long,” Steven said. “I’ve been trying to expose her to other movies, but she always chooses that.”

         
         There was a subtle hurt in Sophie’s eyes, as though his teasing comment were really a criticism. Before he could backpedal
            in a way that didn’t embarrass her further, Astrid spoke up.
         

         
         “Experiencing your favorite artwork over and over can be enjoyable,” she said to Sophie. “You discover new things each time. But the sameness gives comfort.” 

         
         

         Lucy came home earlier than usual to greet their new hire, her hair matted from the ongoing rain. She hugged and kissed Caleb
            when he ran to the door. Steven hung back, hands in his pockets.
         

         
         “How was your day, Cay-cay?” Lucy asked.

         
         He wove the story of Hansel and Gretel into his school day. Sophie’s first-grade class would be performing it onstage later
            in the spring, and he’d become obsessed with it.
         

         
         Sophie appeared. “Mom, I have to tell you something,” she said, tugging at her black pants.

         
         “Hold on a sec, your brother’s telling me about his day.”

         
         Caleb continued his blended narrative, which was getting hard to follow. “Then the stepmother didn’t feeded us, and we were
            hungry at the playground—”
         

         
         “You never listen to me,” Sophie said. “You only care about Caleb.”
         

         
         “Fine, Sophie.” Lucy’s voice was sterner. “What is it?”

         
         With his mother’s focus off him, Caleb bawled and rubbed his face on Lucy’s pants. Sophie, too, started crying.

         
         “I’m sorry, guys,” Lucy said, overcompensating with kisses. “Mom had a rough day at work.”

         
         Steven coughed intentionally. “Lucy, this is Astrid.”

         
         Astrid was standing back in the living room, a silent spectator to everything. She waved modestly and said, “Hello, Mrs. Hammer.”

         
         Steven sensed that Lucy was registering the difference between the grainy photo and Astrid’s in-person appearance. Then she
            stepped forward and shook Astrid’s hand, wielding an invulnerable smile honed over decades in boardroom negotiations.
         

         
         “Hello, Astrid,” she said. “I actually go by Myers, but please call me Lucy. Welcome to our home.”

         
         Astrid nodded.

         
         “What’re you thinking of for dinner?” Lucy asked her.

         
         “I can prepare anything you would like.”

         
         “On your first night? Don’t be silly,” Lucy said. “We’re taking you out.”

         
         She touched her wet hair.

         
         “Let me just jump in the shower,” she said. “I look like a drowned rat.”

         
         

         When Lucy emerged from the bedroom, blow-dried and in a black dress that Steven knew cost four figures, she looked more prepared
            to go to a ball than a family dinner.
         

         
         She chose a farm-to-table restaurant in the neighborhood where the appetizers cost as much as entrees in most places. The
            waiter asked for Astrid’s order first. She selected a side of maple-bacon brussels sprouts.
         

         
         “That’s it?” Lucy asked. “Don’t worry about the price. It’s on me.”

         
         Steven winced at the proprietary pronoun.

         
         “I cannot eat much after flying,” Astrid said. When the waiter asked if she wanted anything to drink, she said she was fine
            with water.
         

         
         “Please get a drink if you like,” Lucy said. “We are.”

         
         “Thank you, but I seldom drink alcohol,” said Astrid. “And of course I would never have any when I am watching the children.”

         
         There was a conspicuous formality when Astrid spoke, and not only in her slightly off-kilter choice of words. It was most
            pronounced when she addressed Lucy, where her tone bordered on chilly. Lucy had never been as chummy with Constanza as he
            had—many days, she was the only other adult he talked with—but they’d had a warm working relationship.
         

         
         It probably didn’t matter much. She was barely around.

         
         After they ordered, Lucy excused herself to take a work call outside. Steven asked the kids what they’d learned in school
            that day.
         

         
         “Raisins are technically dried grapes,” Sophie said.

         
         “And prunes are dried plums,” Steven pointed out.

         
         “Then why do you always say my fingers are turning into prunes when I’m in the bath? If they’re wet, shouldn’t they turn into
            plums?”
         

         
         “They look like prunes, because of the wrinkles from the water. But that’s a very raisinable question.” He waited for a reaction. “Do
            you get it? Raisinable?”
         

         
         Sophie nodded.

         
         “And you don’t find it funny?”

         
         “No. It’s a bad joke.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” he said. “I was a lot funnier when I was younger. You’ve only seen this side of me.”

         
         “Why?” Sophie asked, her irritation giving way to genuine curiosity.

         
         “It just happens to men when they become dads,” said Steven. “You can’t be sardonic and affectionate at the same time.”

         
         He leaned over and kissed her on the head to prove his point.

         
         Astrid was smiling to herself.

         
         “Did your dad make those kinds of jokes growing up?” he asked her.

         
         “No,” she said. “He was more serious.”

         
         By the time Lucy returned, their drinks and appetizers had arrived.

         
         “So,” she said as she swirled her Syrah, “what made you come to America?”

         
         “Norway was a wonderful country to grow up in,” Astrid said. “But it is very . . . homogeneous. Not just how everyone looks—how
            they think. And because I am aspiring to be a writer, I think it is important as an adult to go somewhere with more deviance.”
         

         
         Lucy squinted. “Deviance?”
         

         
         “To deviate from what is normal?”

         
         “Oh,” said Lucy. “In that context, I suppose it works. We usually say ‘diversity.’ Steven’s a writer, you know.”

         
         Astrid looked at him without any apparent recognition. He stopped chewing his apple-walnut-spinach salad.

         
         “You mean you haven’t heard of me?” he said. “I was just in Scandinavia last year to pick up my Nobel Prize.”

         
         Astrid smiled again, likely more amused by the attempt than the payoff.

         
         “That’s what I mean about dulling the edge,” he said to Sophie, but really for Astrid’s benefit. To her, he said, “And Lucy’s
            the cofounder of a social impact investment fund. That means backing companies that do social or environmental good. There’s
            a lot of travel and late nights. Which is why we need you.”
         

         
         “My mother was absent for long periods when I was young,” Astrid said. “It can be difficult.”

         
         Steven could almost feel Lucy bristle beside him.

         
         “What line of work was she in?” she asked crisply.

         
         “No, she had . . .” Astrid looked at the children, neither of whom was paying attention. “She is no longer around.”

         
         Lucy’s steely expression melted. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “How old were you?”

         
         “Nine,” said Astrid.

         
         “Your father was around, I hope?”

         
         Astrid shrugged. “I was fifteen when he also . . .”

         
         “My God,” Lucy said. “That’s awful.”

         
         Caleb’s fork clattered to the floor. No one spoke as he ducked under the table to retrieve it.

         
         “Who . . .” Lucy said. “Who raised you, if I can ask?”

         
         “My father married another woman.”

         
         “Well, that must’ve helped, at least a little,” said Lucy. Steven hoped she’d finally drop the interrogation—it was clear
            Astrid was uncomfortable—but she continued. “Are you and she close?”
         

         
         When Astrid didn’t immediately answer, Lucy said, “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”

         
         “We did not have a very good relationship. We stopped speaking when I went to university.” Astrid gave a wan smile. “I hope
            I did not ruin the atmosphere.”
         

         
         “No, of course not,” said Lucy. “I’m sorry, again. I can’t imagine going through that as a child.”

         
         She placed her hand on the back of Sophie’s neck.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Steven played his standing weekly pickleball game with Brian—his department head at the university and, after the winnowing
            of his social circle by family obligations, suburban flight, and teaching burnout, his only real friend left from the cohort
            of writers he’d come up with.
         

         
         To Steven, their ritual recalled male characters playing racquetball in 1970s films—he pictured Elliott Gould in hip-high
            shorts with piping and a striped sweatband—though these comparisons inevitably made the contemporary version feel humdrum,
            further confirmation that he was living in the wrong era, one that substituted synthetic performance T-shirts and thermoplastic
            paddles for classic polos and wooden instruments.
         

         
         And one in which publishers no longer stupidly overpaid literary novelists.

         
         They recuperated afterward on the sidelines of the school’s gym. Brian had published six under-the-radar novels, all with
            small presses. His dogged productivity had earned him this job as director of the creative writing program, a thankless administrative
            post more established writers didn’t want. He was married to a social worker and, like Steven, had two children. Unlike Steven,
            he rented a one-bedroom in deep Queens, where his kids slept on a trundle bed in the living room.
         

         
         A kid with the same fluffy haircut as half the male students walked into the gym, dribbling a basketball and assaulting everyone with a song from his phone. 

         
         “I sometimes worry about the future of our country,” Steven said.

         
         “’Merica,” Brian grunted. “Love it or leave it.”

         
         Steven asked when the department might decide on the tenure-track job that had, as expected, come on the market. He’d recently
            conducted his second-round interview.
         

         
         “Next couple of months,” Brian said. “To be honest, I’m still not sure why you even want it. It’s a lot of work for not that
            much money.”
         

         
         Evidently, news of his stipend hadn’t spread through the department.

         
         “I sometimes wish I’d taken the path you did,” Steven said. “Teaching full-time while you write. It feels more honorable.”

         
         Plenty of teaching opportunities had come his way after The American Blooms was published, but he’d made so much money off it that he hadn’t needed to take them. Then he’d married Lucy, benefiting
            from her outrageous income, and sold Cruelty of April for a hefty advance, and he’d never had to glance at the academic job listings.
         

         
         “Oh, my wallet is too thick to sit on,” Brian said in mock complaint. “C’mon, man. Anyone would take your situation. You hit
            the jackpot.”
         

         
         Brian fielded a call from his wife, running through details about their kids and groceries.

         
         “No, don’t watch it on your own,” he said. “Save it for me tonight. Love you.”

         
         He hung up and apologized for the interruption.

         
         “It just occurred to me that Lucy and I never say ‘I love you’ when we end phone calls,” Steven said. “I actually don’t think
            we ever did.”
         

         
         Brian looked sympathetic but said nothing; Steven could tell he’d never liked Lucy. And they were venturing into unfamiliar terrain. When he and his friends were in their dating days, none of them had ever hesitated to air their grievances about their girlfriends—complaining about a recent fight or chronic problem was practically a sport. But once they married, they’d all become reluctant to reveal any fissures, out of either spousal loyalty or the anxiety that articulating them would be an admission that they’d made a mistake in the biggest decision of their personal lives. 

         
         Brian, though, truly appeared to have no problems with his wife. Steven assumed it was at least partially a byproduct of his
            friend’s dearth of options—schlubby, balding by his mid-twenties, he’d never had much luck with women at parties and bars—and
            theorized that low expectations were the best guarantor of matrimonial contentment (especially when mutual).
         

         
         He wished he weren’t the kind of person who had these thoughts.

         
         “We’re like partners,” he went on. “In the corporate sense. She makes the money, I watch over things at home. Whatever warmth
            was there is gone. Our marriage is just . . .”
         

         
         He hunted for a writerly turn of phrase, some inventive metaphor to distinguish the singular nature of their unhappy union
            from all unhappy unions, perhaps how it had become the kind of marriage where half their dialogue consisted of asking the
            other to call their misplaced phone.
         

         
         But—because he was tired, because he didn’t want to gussy up his confession with highfalutin language, and because, though
            the specific variables may have been unique, the outcome was the same as for those millions of other unsatisfying long-term
            relationships—he settled on the adjectival cliché: “Dead.”
         

         
         

         In college and after, Steven yearned for aloof, beautiful girls who carried themselves with a nearly feline recognition of
            their power. In practice, though, his serially monogamous relationships were with down-to-earth women his parents instantly
            adored.
         

         
         The opposite sex began to respond very differently to him, however, soon after he published his first novel at the still youthful but not irritatingly precocious age of thirty-six. A few months earlier, he never would have dared try talking to a certain striking dark-haired woman who looked out of place at an East Village party of shambolic writers, radiating the sleek poise of the superambitious. 

         
         But, knowing his stock was likely at its all-time high—at this particular gathering he overheard, for the first time, someone
            whisper, “That’s Steven Hammer, the author”—he mustered the swagger to approach her at the drinks table.
         

         
         “I’m Steven,” he said, hoping his first name might tip her off.

         
         She didn’t give hers. “I feel like I know you from somewhere,” she said.

         
         “Your bedroom window,” he said. “I’m the guy who’s been surveilling you from your fire escape. Nice to finally meet you.”

         
         She didn’t react for a moment, and he kicked himself for opening with that joke. But beneath that flicker of doubt was a deeper
            anxiety: This woman saw the tap-dancing neediness, the marrow-deep insecurity, the pedestal on which he’d already placed her.
         

         
         She saw the real him.

         
         But then she laughed.

         
         Within a minute he’d made her laugh—this woman, the one every man in the room wanted to talk to.
         

         
         It was a wonderful laugh, too (he’d always thought a woman’s laughter was more important than her smile), unrestrained and
            lilting. He’d sampled various recreational drugs in his life; there was none better than this.
         

         
         They shared a cigarette on the sidewalk, then made out.

         
         As she stepped into a cab, he turned on his heel to walk home, skipping out on the rest of the party, because he knew that
            Lucy Myers was the woman he wanted to marry.
         

         
         

         “How long’s it felt that way?” Brian asked.

         
         “Everything went downhill three years ago, when Cruelty of April bombed and she was getting ready to start her own company,” Steven said. “Especially our sex life.” 

         
         This was one area where he’d thought they’d never have problems, as it had remained robust all through her stressful job and
            even kids (helped, no doubt, by having Constanza handle the morning routines). After his second novel’s whimper of a publication,
            he hadn’t felt much desire. He’d forced himself to initiate things a few weeks later, if only to prove to himself that that
            part of his existence wasn’t over—but under such pressure, he couldn’t get an erection.
         

         
         Lucy had been kind about it, and he’d eventually been able to do it again. But there was now something mechanical about their
            lovemaking, and her constant travel and late nights gave them excuses to have sex just once or twice a month and keep up marital
            appearances.
         

         
         As a teenager, Steven had overheard his mother advising a friend on the phone, “As long as the bedroom is working, the marriage
            is working.” (His laconic biology professor father’s axiom, once, when one of Steven’s girlfriends asked him the secret to
            their union’s longevity: “Don’t talk about it, don’t think about it.”)
         

         
         “But, really, I think we were doomed from the start,” Steven said. “Did I ever tell you about our fourth date?”

         
         They were out at a restaurant, awaiting their food. Steven still couldn’t believe he was with her, the very first aloof, beautiful
            woman he’d landed. To others, at least, he appeared to be a suitable mate for this summa cum laude Princeton graduate and Harvard MBA with nearly limitless earning potential.
            They weren’t a glaring mismatch. (“You’re just handsome enough,” Lucy once observed. “Any more and it would go to your head.”)
            Given the right conditions, he could be charming, especially when he’d met her; it was easy to have a winning personality
            when everyone told you you were a winner. His profession and mien were sufficiently intellectual to keep pace in her Ivy League–dominated
            universe. He was even rich and famous by the very low standards of a twenty-first-century novelist.
         

         
         (It also helped that not long before they met at that party, Lucy’s engagement was broken off by her caddish investment banker fiancé, who’d fallen in love with one of his coworkers. This calamity had convinced her, at thirty-five, after a lifetime of dating self-centered alpha boys and men, that she should try someone more sensitive, maybe even outside of her finance-world orbit, and into her life appeared this handsome-enough author of one of the year’s biggest novels.) 

         
         “Then the conversation hit a lull,” Steven told Brian. “I couldn’t come up with anything. And the longer it went on, the more
            it seemed like it wasn’t just a we-don’t-know-each-other-that-well-yet silence. It was a we-have-nothing-to-say-to-each-other
            silence. And I could tell she had the same feeling, but we were both trying really hard to overlook it.”
         

         
         He tried to touch his toes to stretch his hamstrings—he’d recently developed patellar tendinitis and had begun wearing a wrap
            around his right knee, like the older guys at the gym he’d assumed he’d never become—but could reach only his shins.
         

         
         “Then we got married a year and a half later,” he said. “I guess we both decided to overlook it.”

         
         There was a long pause before Brian’s next remark.

         
         “Have you talked about, you know . . .”

         
         Steven shook his head. “Her parents’ divorce was brutal on her, so I don’t think she’d do that to the kids. At least not until
            they’re both in college.”
         

         
         “How about you?”

         
         “We signed a prenup,” Steven said. “Her dad’s idea. At the time I was okay with it, because I’d made a lot from my book deal. But I don’t get anything in a divorce. Not even the apartment. Unless my next book’s a ‘surefire bestseller,’ as my agent
            puts it, I can’t support myself.”
         

         
         Lucy’s name was the only one on the deed. She had the steady job and the assets—it was easier to get approved that way. He’d
            never even contributed to the mortgage or maintenance.
         

         
         “Wouldn’t you get child support, at least?”

         
         “If she wanted full custody—and she’d get it, with the job and the money—I’d barely see the kids,” he said. “It would kill me. It’s like the love that should be in our marriage got diverted to them.” 

         
         He lowered his eyes from Brian’s. “I know it’s pathetic, but even if all that weren’t the case, I think I’d rather be lonely
            in a marriage than lonely on my own.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t necessarily be on your own.”

         
         “Mothers, lock up your daughters—it’s an over-the-hill divorced writer whose dad pays for his studio apartment.” He exhaled
            loudly. “Sorry to unload this all on you. I’m the only novelist in Brooklyn who doesn’t go to therapy. This is the closest
            I get.”
         

         
         The boy in the gym dunked the basketball with a gratuitous yell and hung on the rim.

         
         “You don’t have to apologize,” Brian said. “I don’t really talk about my personal life with anyone anymore. Except for Katie.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         As Astrid settled into the job, her interactions with Steven were brief, largely about the children’s routines. She cooked
            all their meals unless they ordered in, but even when Steven invited her to join him and the kids—Lucy rarely made it back
            for their early dinnertime—she politely declined. She stayed in her bedroom whenever she wasn’t on duty.
         

         
         Still, knowing he’d see her several times gave every day a little charge.

         
         Finally, on another night when Lucy was out, Steven insisted that Astrid sit down with them for the meal. So far she’d made
            only dishes Steven had recommended for the kids’ finicky palates, mostly pasta and burgers and chicken with frozen peas or
            broccoli, the two vegetables they reliably consented to eat. But that day he’d been out teaching and had forgotten to make
            a suggestion. By the time he came home, Astrid had already bought ingredients for a papillote of Norwegian fjord trout with
            honeyed root vegetables.
         

         
         “It sounds great, but the kids won’t eat fish,” he said. “And I don’t think they’ll go for parsnips.”

         
         She apologized for not checking with him in advance. He told her they could try it out, but they’d probably have to reheat
            leftover mac and cheese as a backup.
         

         
         At dinner, Astrid served the children. “This is the little pig’s house,” she told them, pointing to the parchment paper. “And
            you are the big bad wolf. So we say, ‘Little pig, little pig—’”
         

         
         The children chimed in, “Let me in!”

         
         “And now we blow on it three times,” said Astrid.

         
         Both children did so, and Astrid opened the papillotes for them. A gentle puff of steam escaped from each envelope.

         
         “You blew his house down! And look—” She speared trout for both of them. “The foolish little piggy stepped outside. Snap your
            wolf jaws!”
         

         
         She handed the forks to the kids, who swallowed the fish with gusto.

         
         Astrid repeated the process two more times until they both began eating their entire meals, parsnips and all, without asking
            what it was. They were even well-behaved throughout the entire dinner.
         

         
         “This is a special dessert from my country called fruktsuppe,” Astrid announced as she set down small bowls of berries in blood-red liquid. To Steven she whispered, “Fruit soup. Many
            apples. Very nutritious.”
         

         
         “Careful you don’t spill it,” he said to the kids. Lucy had bought new off-white cushions for their kitchen chairs over Steven’s
            vehement objections, even though she was the one who got annoyed whenever a child stained or broke something.
         

         
         Fruit was the only dessert he ever permitted himself, so he started in on his bowl. He said nothing, but the kids had grown
            accustomed to ice cream after every dinner, and he expected them to revolt.
         

         
         They slurped it down without protest.

         
         “Feel free to make Norwegian food whenever you want,” he told Astrid.

         
         “Do all Norway people look like you?” Sophie asked as she took a sip.

         
         “Sophie, it’s not polite to talk about people’s appearances,” Steven said.

         
         “It is all right,” Astrid said. “What do you mean, Sophie?”

         
         Sophie stared at her. “Is everyone there beautiful?”

         
         Astrid smiled. “That is very flattering of you. I would ask if everyone in America is beautiful and kind like you are. And handsome and sweet like Caleb.” 

         
         Caleb, oblivious, tipped the remaining soup into his mouth, but Sophie’s cheeks blushed nearly the same shade as her stained
            upper lip.
         

         
         Astrid reached over with a napkin to clean a trickle of soup that had streaked down Caleb’s chin.

         
         “You smell funny,” Caleb said to Astrid.

         
         Astrid didn’t reply. There was a funk coming from her. She’d probably exercised that day and hadn’t had time to shower.
         

         
         “Caleb, we don’t say things like that,” Steven admonished. “Sorry, Astrid—”
         

         
         “It is okay,” she said, standing up and clearing the empty bowls.

         
         

         When Lucy came home that night, as she brushed her teeth, she asked Steven what the kids had had for dinner.

         
         “They ate fish?” she said when he told her.
         

         
         “Astrid made it into a little game for them, with the paper covering,” he said from the bed.

         
         She spat out the toothpaste and reached for the floss.

         
         “And you like her?”

         
         “She’s fine,” he said.

         
         She looked at him from the bathroom. “Just fine?”

         
         He shrugged. “She’s, you know, a little . . . aloof. But very friendly to the kids.”

         
         Lucy unspooled the string.

         
         “Good,” she said. “I guess this is working out.”

         
         She snapped off the floss.

         
         

         There was a mouse in the apartment, hopefully just one, so Lucy set a number of snap traps out of reach of the kids. Steven had lobbied for humane traps, but she insisted that this was the only truly effective method. 

         
         One morning when everyone was gone, as Steven was puttering around the kitchen, he noticed that a trap hidden to the side
            of the fridge had caught the mouse. But it wasn’t yet dead: The animal was writhing in pain, its tiny limbs twitching helplessly
            beneath the bar.
         

         
         If he put it in the trash, it would just die a torturous death under even more unpleasant circumstances. Calling one of the
            doormen to take care of it was too emasculating to consider.
         

         
         Astrid returned home from drop-off and entered the kitchen.

         
         “You probably don’t want to come too close,” he said. He explained what had happened.

         
         Despite the warning, Astrid approached.

         
         “Do you have a hammer?” she asked.

         
         “Yes,” he said slowly. “But I don’t think I can bring myself to do that. Maybe we should freeze it? Or drown it?”

         
         “No, that makes it suffer,” she said. “Hammer is best. I will do it. We had many mice growing up.”

         
         He retrieved the hammer from his toolbox and, at her request, some newspaper; he still had the weekend Times delivered. She put on a dishwashing glove, picked up the trap with the mouse still squirming inside, laid it atop a few sheets
            of the Book Review (an old acquaintance’s novel, reviewed on the cover, had made him jealous), placed a couple more sheets over the rodent,
            and with one efficient stroke of the hammer pounded the bulge without flinching. (Steven, by contrast, couldn’t stop himself
            from looking away.)
         

         
         There was no whimper from the creature, no visible mess. A soundless, bloodless death.

         
         Astrid disposed of everything in the hallway garbage chute, then gave him the hammer.

         
         He was distracted from the blow to his machismo by admiration for her lack of squeamishness.

         
         “That’s some serious sangfroid,” he said.

         
         “Sangfroid?”

         
         “Composure,” he said. “It comes from the French for ‘cold-blooded.’ Or, I guess, ‘cold blood.’ Anyway, thank you. I couldn’t
            have done that.”
         

         
         “But you did.” She nodded at the tool in his hand. “You are Mr. Hammer.”

         
         He didn’t react right away; she hadn’t shown any humor yet, and he was unprepared for it.

         
         “It is hard for me to make jokes in English,” she said with an apologetic smile.

         
         He chuckled, more than he would have with a native speaker. Or, probably, with someone less attractive.

         
         “No, that was good,” he said. “I’m a writer. I like puns.”

         
         

         He was in his home office on an unseasonably hot day at the end of April, slogging through one of the nonfiction books about
            the gold rush from the indomitable mountain on his desk. An hour of joyless reading had yielded a single note for his files:
            “Hangtown Fry: omelet (bacon, oysters, eggs) invented in Hangtown, CA, ordered by prospector who’d hit it rich and demanded
            most expensive dish restaurant could make. (Give character diarrhea? Metaphor?)”
         

         
         This wasn’t how a book should be conceived. The idea for The American Blooms had hit him in a flash one afternoon during a grad school workshop. The subject and structure had unfolded in minutes. By
            the time he’d finished scribbling some notes, he knew: This was the novel he was meant to write.
         

         
         Cruelty hadn’t come in a eureka moment, but he’d begun it a week after submitting the page proofs of his debut and didn’t stop until
            he had a full draft. He prided himself on being a workhorse who didn’t require monastic silence and a mountain view; he’d
            finished that one as infant Caleb wailed from a nearby room.
         

         
         A workhorse until the last three years, that is.

         
         Maybe that miraculous afternoon nearly two decades ago was it. Few people were struck by creative lightning once; expecting
            it to happen again would be hubris.
         

         
         He closed the book and opened Risk.

         
         Two years earlier he’d started playing daily—sometimes just one game, often whiling away much of the morning and afternoon.
            Among its millions of players, he was now ranked two hundred forty-three. More damningly, he regularly used the app’s chat
            function, quasi-befriending a few opponents, including his current one, Tupac42069, a divorced solar-panel middleman in Hungary
            who peppered his commentary with old-school rap allusions.
         

         
         He forgot everything outside of his screen once he was absorbed in the game’s gratifying blend of strategy and luck: the tactical
            weighing of peril and reward; the primal pleasure of seizing territory by force; the thrill of rolling the digital dice that
            would either consign a campaign to ignominy or crown it with heroic glory.
         

         
         Lucy had no idea he even played it.

         
         Tupac42069 had just begun chipping away at Steven’s empire (“Don’t call it a comeback”) when Astrid knocked on the door. He
            hid his phone and told her to come in.
         

         
         Poking her head in, she said she was going to take the children to a neighborhood park that had turned its sprinklers on,
            and asked if they had shoes they could get wet. He directed her to their Crocs in the foyer closet.
         

         
         She returned in a minute, apologizing that she couldn’t find them.

         
         “They’re probably shoved in the back from last year,” he said. “I’ll help you look.”

         
         He led her to the closet. She was in shorts for the first time since her arrival, cutoffs whose front pockets hung several
            inches below the ragged hem.
         

         
         He found the Crocs and saw them all out the door to the elevator.

         
         Her shorts were cut even higher in the back than the front.

         
         “Actually,” he said, sticking his hand between the elevator doors as they closed, “I could use a break. I’ll join you.”

         
         It wasn’t often Steven forfeited a Risk match and took a hit to his ranking.

         
         

         “I’m hot,” Caleb said as the four of them trooped to the park.

         
         Steven lagged behind with him. In the lead, Astrid was holding Sophie’s hand, singing a Norwegian children’s song about something
            known as “Nøkken.” He felt the customary parental happiness in watching his children engage easily with another adult, but
            was aware of a particular pride when it came to their interactions with Astrid.
         

         
         “Daddy, I’m hot,” Caleb repeated.

         
         “Because it’s hot out,” Steven said. “You’re not used to it.”

         
         “My body feels hot.” He stopped walking.
         

         
         It was possible Caleb was running a slight fever—he’d coughed a couple of times as they left the apartment.

         
         Ten feet ahead, Astrid’s sculpted calves flexed and relaxed, flexed and relaxed under her cutoff shorts.

         
         If Steven checked Caleb’s forehead and he was hot, he’d have to turn around with him and go home.

         
         Astrid looked back at them.

         
         “The sprinkler will cool you off,” Steven said, picking up his boy and slinging him over his shoulder.

         
         

         Under the glare of the afternoon sun and the promise of even warmer spring days ahead, the kids shrieked in the sprinklers while Steven and Astrid sat on a shaded bench in the park. They discussed places she could visit when the family went on their Catskills vacation without her in June and July. Except for their ride from the airport, this was their first conversation that hadn’t been about, or with, the children. 

         
         He just barely managed not to ogle her legs. Her slender arms were exposed by a white tank top that looked like the one from
            her application profile. Without any barriers, the smell that Caleb had pointed out was apparent. It was distinctly body odor,
            redolent of the sweaty fumes in his high school locker room, when he would change as speedily as possible before and after
            gym.
         

         
         Only this somehow wasn’t off-putting.

         
         Sophie ran over and grabbed Astrid with her wet hands. “Play in the sprinklers with us!” she implored.

         
         Protesting with giggles, Astrid allowed Sophie to drag her over. The children each grabbed a hand of hers and sidestepped
            in a circle as water shot around them in parabolas.
         

         
         Steven took a video. Ten aggregate years into parenthood, and still nothing gave him more joy than a scene like this: Sophie,
            his thoughtful, serious girl, helpless with laughter; guileless Caleb excited to join in on the fun, so unlike his guarded
            father, who could only really cut loose with them in private.
         

         
         Before he’d had kids, other fathers told him that the love they felt for their children far exceeded anything romantic. He’d
            assumed they were just emotionally stunted men who’d never really given themselves over to anyone before. But it turned out
            they were right. Cradling a newborn, reading to a toddler as he drowsed against your chest, pushing a kid off to pedal on
            her first bike ride—everything else felt like a faded Xerox. This was it, the meat of life. He felt bad for people who couldn’t
            have kids, but worse, in some ways, for those who didn’t even want them.
         

         
         “Daddy!” Sophie shouted. “Come here!”

         
         “I don’t want to get wet,” he said.

         
         “It is fun!” Astrid called.

         
         At her invitation, he shuffled over at a pace that telegraphed fatherly reluctance to indulge in such frivolity. The kids held his hands and chanted ring-around-the-rosy. His shoes would be waterlogged, but it was indeed fun, returning him—as occasional moments as a parent could—to the innocent pleasures of childhood. 

         
         Until he looked up. Across from him, Astrid was as soaked as if she’d just stepped out of the shower, every exposed inch of
            her winter-pale skin glazed with water. Visible through her clinging white top was the outline of her bra and, beneath both
            layers, the circular impressions of her nipples.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         As Steven toweled Caleb off before they left the park, the boy shivered despite the day’s heat. His forehead was warm—possibly.
            Steven could never quite tell the way Lucy instantly could. He hadn’t thought to bring a spare shirt for either child.
         

         
         He took Caleb’s shirt off and wrapped him in the towel. “We’ll get you home soon and in some dry clothes,” Steven said.

         
         But Sophie was begging for an ice cream. He asked Astrid to keep Caleb warm while he hurried Sophie over to the sidewalk vendor.

         
         There was a long line of children and their caretakers, and when they reentered the park, they heard a commotion. One of the
            nannies asked if he was the father of a small boy.
         

         
         “He’s on the ground,” said the woman, and Steven broke into a sprint.

         
         In the center of a circle of concerned nannies and curious children was Caleb, supine. He was convulsing, with his eyes rolled
            back. Astrid, stricken, was kneeling over him with her hand between his head and the ground.
         

         
         “He just started,” she said. “I do not know what . . .”

         
         It looked like a seizure, but Caleb didn’t have seizures.

         
         He had been hot, though. Years earlier, when Brian’s daughter was a toddler, she’d had a febrile seizure—one brought on by
            a spiking fever—and Brian had described the episode to Steven in terrifying detail. He’d said it was the worst four or five
            minutes of his life.
         

         
         This was, so far, the worst minute of Steven’s life. He fought back the snowballing panic, rolled Caleb onto his side—he remembered you were supposed to clear the airway—and felt his forehead again. 

         
         There was no mistaking it this time. The kid was like a radiator.

         
         He immediately called 911. “I think my four-year-old is having a febrile seizure—his first,” he calmly told the dispatcher
            and gave their location. He asked Astrid how long it had been going on for and passed on the approximate start time.
         

         
         He folded the towel Caleb had been using and stuck it under the side of his skull, cupped his head for additional cushioning,
            and held him steady while making soothing sounds—not for Caleb, who was unconscious, but for Sophie, mutely clinging to Astrid,
            who herself appeared paralyzed.
         

         
         “He’s gonna be okay,” he murmured.

         
         He remembered from Brian that if the seizure was under five minutes, as most were, it had no lasting effects. Longer, and
            there could be.
         

         
         He checked the time on his phone. It had been going on for at least three minutes.

         
         “Why is he shaking, Daddy?” Sophie asked.

         
         “He’ll be fine in a few minutes.” Looking at Astrid, he said, “Why don’t you and Sophie . . .”

         
         “Come, Sophie,” she said, and they left.

         
         Caleb’s eyeballs remained rolled back, his limbs jerking unnaturally. He looked like an animatronic figure at a haunted house.
            There was no triaging this situation, nothing to be done except wait it out. His boy’s uncontrollable body, the fear of the
            consequences, his own helplessness—it was torture. He wished whatever electricity was going haywire in Caleb’s brain could
            be absorbed by his.
         

         
         And then, after another minute or so that felt like an hour, the convulsions suddenly stopped, a storm that ended as quickly
            as it began. Caleb’s eyes opened but he lay on the ground inert and semiconscious, as if roused prematurely from a deep sleep,
            and didn’t respond to Steven’s questions.
         

         
         The ambulance arrived shortly thereafter. Steven told the paramedics everything he knew and had done. Terrified by the dazed look in Caleb’s eyes, Steven tried to climb into the ambulance with him, but the paramedics rebuffed him, citing protocol. He chose not to cause a scene and delay his son’s care. 

         
         “These nice men are going to take you for a fun ride to the hospital, and Daddy’s going to meet you there,” he told Caleb,
            still lethargic, as he was carried on a stretcher into the ambulance.
         

         
         After they drove off with a siren, Steven determined it was faster to run to the nearby hospital than hail a car in rush-hour
            traffic. He found Astrid and told her to take Sophie home.
         

         
         “I am very sorry,” she said as her eyes welled up. “I did not know what to do.”

         
         “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he told her. “He’ll be okay.”

         
         He considered hugging her, instead gave her an avuncular pat on the shoulder, and raced to the hospital. On the way he called
            Lucy, who said she’d meet him there.
         

         
         “Is it bad?” she asked frantically. “What was he like before they took him?”

         
         “He was fine,” he said. “He’ll be okay.”

         
         That’s what he kept telling others. But he didn’t believe it, especially after Caleb’s punch-drunk reawakening somewhere around
            the five-minute threshold. His four-year-old, his sweet little boy, had said he was hot, and Steven hadn’t taken him home,
            given him medicine, and potentially averted the seizure—he hadn’t even felt his forehead at first.
         

         
         And the terrible, shameful reason he could never share with anyone was that he hadn’t wanted to miss gawking at Astrid in
            her cutoff shorts.
         

         
         He ran faster, punishing himself with the pain from his bad knee.

         
         By the time he reached the hospital and found the room Caleb was in, a gray-haired doctor was peering into his ear canal with
            a light.
         

         
         “Hi, Dad,” the doctor said, her grandmotherly voice profoundly comforting. “Sounds like your boy’s got a great truck collection.”

         
         “He’s talking?” Steven asked. “He’s all right?”

         
         “Absolutely,” she said. “We’ll keep him under observation for another hour, then he can go home.”

         
         He smothered his son with kisses.

         
         “From what the paramedics say, you handled the seizure perfectly,” the doctor told him. To Caleb she said, “Your dad’s quite
            the hero.”
         

         
         Bravely coming to the rescue of his children was a private fantasy Steven had always nurtured, one amplified by a lifetime
            devoid of physical valor and refreshed nearly every subway ride by paternal vigilance. But he certainly hadn’t wanted it to
            happen like this—where he had, if not exactly caused the peril, at least increased its odds of happening.
         

         
         He excused himself to the restroom and, in a stall, let out simultaneous torrents of urine and tears.

         
         When he returned to Caleb’s room, Lucy was there, hugging him tightly.

         
         He started to put his arm around both of them, but ended up touching only his son.

         
         

         At home, as Lucy put Caleb down for a nap and after Steven had answered a barrage of questions from Sophie about the incident,
            he relayed to Astrid the doctor’s instructions to treat any fevers with medicine right away, along with her reassurances that
            he was unlikely to have additional seizures in the future.
         

         
         “How did you know what was happening when you called the ambulance?” she asked.

         
         He recounted the story about Brian’s daughter.

         
         “You thought of that while it was happening? I could not think of anything.”

         
         “Brian’s brought it up a few times, so it’s been in the back of my mind all these years. He says they should warn new parents right after they give birth that this could happen.” 

         
         It was a little unnerving, the way she could hold her gaze so steadily without any indication as to what she was thinking.

         
         “You have it, too,” she said. “The sangfroid.”

         
         

         That night, as Lucy was in the bathroom—she’d had to return to work after they got Caleb back from the hospital, and recently
            she’d been showering when she came home late, a measure a friend had recommended to clean off the day’s stress—Steven watched
            the playground video on mute in bed instead of sneaking in his usual game of Risk.
         

         
         He paused it on a moment when Astrid was facing his camera, smiling, and zoomed in as much as his phone could. In tight focus,
            the sun sparkled on the droplets dappling her cheeks, across one of which lay plastered a lock of wet, honeyed hair.
         

         
         He exited the video when Lucy came in.

         
         “Tell me again—what was going on when he started having the seizure?” she asked.

         
         “I was getting the ice cream with Sophie,” Steven said. “Then I ran over.”

         
         “But what was Astrid doing with him?”

         
         “She was kneeling on the ground next to him.”

         
         Lucy fluffed her pillow. “Just kneeling? She wasn’t helping him or anything?”

         
         “I think she had her hand under the back of his head to protect it,” he said. “Yeah—she did.”

         
         “He was on his back? She didn’t turn him on his side?”
         

         
         “I guess I did it when I got there.”

         
         “But she didn’t? Don’t most people know to do that?”
         

         
         “Probably not in the heat of the moment. It’s hard to have that kind of sangfroid,” he said. “Now she does, at least.”

         
         Lucy got into bed and looked at her phone. “I’d think most people who take care of young children and are required to take a first aid course would know.” 

         
         Steven was quiet for a few seconds.

         
         “I’m still mad at myself for not thinking to check his forehead when he said he was hot,” he said. “Really stupid of me. I
            could’ve maybe stopped the whole thing from happening.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         During another futile workday—the phrase “surefire bestseller” now clanged in his head every morning he opened his computer—he
            texted Astrid that he’d pick up the kids from school and take them out for the afternoon. When she didn’t respond, he knocked
            on her door to tell her.
         

         
         She opened it wearing only a towel, her narrow shoulders beaded with water, her hair wet.

         
         “Sorry,” he said, leveling his eyes at hers. “I hope you didn’t rush out of the shower.”

         
         She didn’t appear uncomfortable in the slightest.

         
         “I was finished,” she said.

         
         She was fragrant with shampoo, but beneath it he could still smell the body odor that had, inexplicably, grown more appealing
            the more he was around it.
         

         
         “I just texted you,” he said. “I’ll get the kids today. You can take the afternoon off. The evening, too—Lucy said she wants
            to cook.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said. “That is kind of you.”

         
         As he turned and started off, she said, “May I request another favor from you?”

         
         “Sure,” he said.

         
         Astrid’s mouth twisted doubtfully to the side. “Maybe it is not appropriate.”

         
         He tensed. “What is it?”

         
         “One minute.” She walked out of sight beyond the door. When she came back she was holding a copy of Cruelty of April. “Would you sign my book? Unless it makes you uncomfortable.”
         

         
         “Oh, God—you didn’t have to buy this,” Steven said. “I could’ve given you one of my extra copies. And please don’t feel obligated to read it.”
         

         
         “I have already read both of your books,” she said.

         
         “Right,” he said. “They told me someone had bought a copy of the Norwegian edition of The American Blooms. It must have been you.”
         

         
         She laughed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made a young woman laugh.

         
         Or when he’d started thinking of someone her age as “a young woman.”

         
         “But there was no Norwegian translation of Cruelty of April,” he said.
         

         
         “I read it in English,” she said. “This copy.”

         
         “Oh. After you started working here?”

         
         She nodded.

         
         “My apologies,” he said, his joke whenever anyone told him they’d read it. (He didn’t get the opportunity to use it much.)

         
         She looked confused. “Why?”

         
         “No one likes Cruelty of April. Not even its author, at this point.”
         

         
         “It is my favorite,” she said. “Your first book is wonderful, but this is my favorite.”

         
         “Thank you,” he said, suspecting politeness. “I’m pretty sure you’re the only one in the entire world who thinks it’s better
            than the first.”
         

         
         “If they do not like it, it is because—” She looked down bashfully. “I am sorry. I should not be explaining to the author
            what his own book is about. I do not know it as well as you do.”
         

         
         He leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms. “No, I’m curious.”

         
         She was quiet for so long that he wondered if she was going to speak at all.

         
         If someone saw them standing two feet apart by the door to her bedroom in silence, Astrid in nothing but a towel, it would
            look very compromising.
         

         
         “I believe it is about how rich people—well, rich Americans”—she smiled at her correction—“do not see the misery around them
            as they seek pleasure. And not because they are unintelligent, but because they prefer to close their eyes to it. Readers
            do not like this. Everyone wants to believe they are a hero, like Atticus Finch, but very few of us truly are. You gave them
            characters who are flawed and weak. And so they punished you for showing them the parts of themselves they cannot admit they
            have, because they also . . .”
         

         
         She groped for the idiom, then it came: “Live in denial.”

         
         He swallowed dryly, too surprised to respond at first. He himself was no longer sure what he’d been trying to say in that
            book, but now that she’d articulated it so plainly but astutely, her interpretation seemed like the truest reading; whatever
            literary merit it did or didn’t have, she understood it better than not only everyone who despised it, but even the author
            himself.
         

         
         “Well, the people who got through it did say they hated the characters, that there was no one to root for,” he said.
         

         
         She shook her head at his ongoing self-deprecation.

         
         “When Henry gives his mother a kiss on her head before she dies at the end, I cried,” she said.

         
         He’d been paid many similar compliments after The American Blooms had come out, but no one had ever said anything like this about Cruelty of April—let alone a beautiful (young) woman standing in front of him in a wet towel.
         

         
         He felt a tingling throb in his jeans. He willed it to subside.

         
         “I’m more than happy to sign it for its one and only fan,” he said. “Just leave it on the front table.”

         
         “I have a pen.” She handed him the book and turned to walk over to the small desk in her room. When she reached for a pen, it fell to the carpeted floor. The delicate wings of her shoulder blades rippled as she stooped to retrieve it, the towel riding up the backs of her legs. 

         
         Steven pretended to have been reading the book jacket flap when she returned with the pen. It was a good author photo, taken
            at forty-one, still on the friendly side of the handsome-enough border, a black-and-white shot of him at the bar of a French
            brasserie he used to frequent, the chiaroscuro around his cheekbones lending him the brooding look of an up-and-coming Method
            actor. No one from his youth would ever recognize him from this picture.
         

         
         “I’m guessing you had to buy a used copy online,” he said, noticing how worn it looked. “I think it’s already out of print.”

         
         “I am not certain,” she said.

         
         He considered what to write. When he glanced up, she was looking intently at him.

         
         “To Astrid,” he wrote on the title page, “to not living in denial.”

         
         She smiled when she read his inscription. “Why do you cross out your name?” He’d struck through his printed name and scrawled
            his signature above it.
         

         
         “That’s how my professor in grad school did it,” he said.

         
         They fell quiet.

         
         Astrid adjusted the cinch of her towel while looking at him.

         
         He shifted his weight in the doorway.

         
         “Well,” he said, pushing off the doorframe, “I should get the kids.”

         
         

         After coming home to sleeping children four nights in a row, Lucy arrived at a reasonable hour that Friday to make dinner.
            She seared filet mignon and tossed a kale salad. Both were delicious—she was a good cook, when she had the time—but Sophie
            picked at her food.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” Lucy asked. “It’s filet mignon. Your favorite.”

         
         “I prefer salmon,” Sophie said.

         
         Either her vocabulary was advancing or she sounded more like Astrid lately.

         
         “When have you had salmon?”

         
         “Astrid made Norway salmon when you were gone.”

         
         “Well, I’ll make it next time,” Lucy said. “But eat this now, please.”

         
         “I like Norway salmon,” Sophie said. “Not your salmon.”

         
         Lucy looked into her wineglass.

         
         “That’s not nice, Sophie,” Steven said. “Mom took the time to make a dinner you’ve always loved. And finish your plate. There
            are starving kids in . . .”
         

         
         “Where?” she asked. “Where are starving kids?”

         
         “All over the world,” he said. “Eat your steak.”

         
         “I want Norway salmon, too,” said Caleb, who’d been happily eating until then, and pushed away his plate.

         
         The kids giggled and began chanting, “Norway salmon, Norway salmon.”

         
         “Stop,” Steven said, but they didn’t.
         

         
         Lucy left the table, taking her wine with her.

         
         The kids finally stopped. Steven waited until he heard their bedroom door close.

         
         “I’m disappointed in you, Sophie,” he said. “I want you to apologize later to Mom.”

         
         “Caleb also said it.”

         
         “Don’t argue, just apologize later. You hurt her feelings.”

         
         “She hurt my feelings, too.”

         
         “How? When?”

         
         “She’s never home,” she said. “Jolie’s mom doesn’t even leave for a job. She just takes care of her and her brother.”
         

         
         “Your mom has to work very hard, which means she often comes home late. She feels bad about it, too,” he said. “And if Jolie’s mom doesn’t have a job, I’m sure that means her dad has to work hard and come home late.” 

         
         Sophie shook her head. “Nope. He’s home all day, too. He plays music and paints.”

         
         “Well,” Steven said, “congratulations to them for having family money.”

         
         “What’s family money?”

         
         “Nothing,” he said. “No dessert if you don’t eat your dinner.”

         
         

         After he cleaned up, Steven found Lucy on the bed, her eyes red. He sat on the edge, facing away. Neither spoke.

         
         In his sight was the bookshelf with all the foreign editions of his novels. His debut had been published in twenty-two countries. The follow-up had just one translation, to Dutch.
         

         
         Only now did he connect why Astrid had been so moved by it: Her mother had died when she was nine. Even his detractors had
            acknowledged he’d gotten at something true in the relationship between Henry and his terminally ill mother.
         

         
         “I’m sorry about the dinner,” he finally said. “It was very good. They’re just acting bratty.”

         
         “It’s not about the food, obviously,” said Lucy. “It’s me. I’m like a stranger to them.”

         
         “You’re not a stranger to them.”

         
         “I don’t blame them. I’m never around, and when I am, I’m irritable and exhausted.”

         
         Steven hesitated. “Is there any way you could be around more?”

         
         “How would I do that, as the cofounder?”

         
         “Could you, I don’t know, reduce your responsibilities?”

         
         She silently laughed. “Pretty hard to reduce your responsibilities without reducing profits.”

         
         “Would that be so terrible?” he asked. “Do we have to live this way?”
         

         
         “Live what way?”

         
         “Like . . . this.” He gestured around their room, nearly as spacious as his entire first rental in his twenties, a basement hovel in Williamsburg
            with bars over the windows and no oven. Lucy replaced their bed linens annually, and he’d once seen the receipt for more than
            a thousand dollars for the silk sheet folded over the blanket. The rest of the place, originally furnished by an interior
            decorator, was appointed with rugs and sofas and tables whose price tags similarly appalled him. It wasn’t a comfortable place
            to live.
         

         
         He even attributed some of his writer’s block—and the failure of Cruelty of April—to this opulence. Too much money untethered artists from real life, and after a while, all they could write about were rich
            people’s problems. (Same with fame, though that was no longer a danger for him.)
         

         
         Steven dreaded his children’s indoctrination into this world even more acutely. He and Lucy had recently attended the bar
            mitzvah for the son of one of her colleagues. At the party, held at the Plaza Hotel, the guest of honor had spent half the
            night onstage chucking hundred-dollar-apiece team jerseys to jostling friends. Sophie’s peers, in first grade, already wore
            designer dresses, talked about their weekend homes in the Hamptons, and took squash and fencing lessons, those two sports
            for the wealthy offering the highest return on investment for college admissions.
         

         
         “And how would you propose we live, exactly?” Lucy asked.

         
         “Something simpler. Slower-paced.”

         
         “What, your little Hudson Valley fantasy?”

         
         “Calling it a fantasy makes it sound impractical,” he said. “It’s not. You could work remotely and commute when you had to.
            Maybe keep a pied-à-terre here.”
         

         
         “I’m not leaving the city when my company’s only two years old.”

         
         “Caleb’s only four,” he said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Caleb’s only four years old,” he repeated, louder this time, because for once he was shunning her money, not depending on it. “We’ve got more than enough money. They’re taken care of. We’re all taken care of. What’s your goal—turning them into corporate automatons who hate their jobs, but at least they can send their
            own kids to private school and ski in Aspen?”
         

         
         Lucy bolted upright, navigated around him, and shut the door behind her in the bathroom.

         
         Steven sighed quietly and trudged over. “Luce. I’m sorry.”

         
         “I was feeling pretty shitty about myself as a mother to begin with,” she said through the door. “I don’t need you to pile
            on.”
         

         
         “You’re a good mom,” he said. “I just don’t want you to have any regrets about missing their childhood.”

         
         She opened the door.

         
         “That’s even more fucked up,” she said. “I love these kids just as much as you do. Maybe I just have a different way of showing
            it.”
         

         
         Any introspection had swiftly curdled into anger at him, as it often did with Lucy. She had the go-getter’s talent for never
            sinking too deep into the bog of self-recrimination, for projecting any angst onto other parties; her ego wasn’t bulletproof
            so much as it absorbed fire for a millisecond before repelling it back at the shooter with more lethal force.
         

         
         “I admire how hard you work,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I sometimes wonder if you’d be happier with a different
            work-life balance.”
         

         
         “I know you think my job is empty and just about making money—don’t bother denying it,” she said, just as he was indeed about
            to issue a half-hearted demurral. “But, believe it or not, I think I’m making a difference in the world.”
         

         
         “I didn’t say you—”

         
         “And my parents didn’t send me to private school.” She was even more heated. “I worked my ass off to become a ‘corporate automaton.’ Because this country’s the fucking Titanic, and I’m doing everything I can to get my kids on one of the lifeboats.”
         

         
         She’d had the expression of a political firebrand orating on abstract ideals. Now it turned more personal and contemptuous.

         
         “And the only people who don’t understand how that works,” she added before she closed the door again in his face, “are the
            ones being taken care of by other people.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         Lucy had a work trip to Chicago for two nights, but she’d made sure her flight home would allow her to see Sophie play the
            female lead in her elementary school production of Hansel and Gretel. (Preempting the inevitable backlash, Miss Farran emailed the parents, assuring them that Gretel would not be pushing the
            witch into her oven, but merely ask why she was “not practicing kindness,” prompting a “generative dialogue” about loneliness.)
         

         
         That morning, however, she called to say that meetings were going to keep her in Chicago an additional night.

         
         “Sophie’s going to be upset,” Steven said.

         
         “Thanks,” Lucy shot back. “You think I don’t know that? And you think I’m not upset, too?”

         
         They’d traded clenched apologies after their quarrel the other night (and following one of Lucy’s cooldown walks around the
            block, which she sometimes took after fights), but since then their interactions had been laced with more acrimony. And this
            was exactly what he’d meant: She was mortgaging irreplaceable moments with the kids for the sake of squeezing out another
            quarter percent of year-over-year growth.
         

         
         But he held his tongue.

         
         When Steven conveyed the news to Sophie just before she left for school, though, she simply asked, “Can Astrid come?”

         
         Astrid was helping Caleb take his left sneaker off his right foot. “Astrid is supposed to have her time off then,” he said. “I’m sure she has other things to do.” 

         
         “Please,” she said, dropping dramatically into a pose of supplication. “I beg of you, I beg of you.”
         

         
         He smiled despite himself. “Where’d you learn that phrase?”

         
         “TV,” she answered.

         
         “Mom is really sorry she can’t make it,” he said. “But we already told Astrid she has that time off.”

         
         “I would love to see your play, Sophie.” Astrid looked at Steven. “If it is all right with you.”

         
         A small pulse of excitement coursed through him.

         
         “Only if you really don’t mind,” he said. “Thank you. Say ‘Thank you,’ Soph.”

         
         Sophie hugged Astrid’s legs. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she sang.

         
         

         It was a muggy May afternoon, and Steven decided to change into shorts before the play, although at his age it was getting
            harder to maintain respectability in them beside his chino-clad counterparts with office jobs. On his way to the bedroom,
            he passed Lucy’s closed office and heard a buzz inside.
         

         
         It took a minute to find the source: an iPad she’d recently bought, tucked behind a throw pillow on the couch.

         
         It was nearly dead. A notification glowed on the lock screen—just a number, no name, clearly a coworker: “What time’s our
            flight tmrw?”
         

         
         He set it on her desk and was about to leave when it buzzed again.

         
         “I’m so fucking hard right now thinking about what I’m going to do to you tonight,” the same sender wrote.

         
         He read it twice to make sure he wasn’t misinterpreting it.

         
         Notwithstanding their passionless partnership and the fact that they had obligatory sex maybe once a month these days, the crude language stabbed him in the most vulnerable part of his psyche. His body, too; he felt queasy, weak in the legs. 

         
         He read it a third time.

         
         He stood staring at the iPad, waiting for another text. He didn’t know the passcode and had no idea who the sender was. Her
            company had fifteen employees, mostly men, all in New York.
         

         
         Those late work dinners. The showers before bed. Every single business trip.

         
         The screen dimmed. His opaque reflection looked back at him, shell-shocked. He wasn’t a violent man, had never smashed a dish
            in his life, but he felt like hurling this device across the room and shattering its screen.
         

         
         He could confront her about it when she returned home. See if she denied it, then recite the text verbatim.

         
         But what good would that do? Hasten the divorce that he couldn’t let happen. He couldn’t even use this revelation of her infidelity
            to win shared custody, as he’d learned from the plight of a writer acquaintance.
         

         
         Nor would he do any detective work with the phone number. Better to leave him anonymous, some amorphous guy in her Chicago
            hotel.
         

         
         He hid the iPad back under the pillow.

         
         

         Astrid had picked up Caleb early from his nearby preschool and met Steven at Sophie’s elementary school a few minutes before
            the show. As parents and siblings packed the front rows of the auditorium, Steven sat between her and Caleb. He thanked her
            again for coming.
         

         
         “She’s grown very fond of you, as you can tell,” he said.

         
         “As I have of her,” Astrid said. “She is a wonderful girl. You have raised her well.”

         
         The lights went down and the play began. He’d been nervous for her in her first acting role, but Sophie seemed to be enjoying
            herself onstage. This was exactly the sort of milestone of parental pride—one of the very reasons to procreate—he should be
            enjoying with his wife by his side, marveling at their little girl who’d been a newborn yesterday and was suddenly starring
            in a play, their hands squeezing lovingly after every line she delivered.
         

         
         Instead, he spent the first act jiggling his leg as he ran through a mental Rolodex of Lucy’s male colleagues. They all blended
            together, a quivering blob of former frat brothers with clean-shaven faces and neatly parted hair who trafficked in sports
            clichés, saying in their artificially deep monotones “run out the clock” and “leave it all out on the field,” describing anything
            positive that happened as “a win.”
         

         
         That text would never have been sent if Cruelty of April had done well.
         

         
         His restless knee brushed against Astrid’s—hers, in a spring dress, was also bare. She didn’t react. Probably hadn’t noticed
            it.
         

         
         That was whom Lucy should have ended up with, one of the basso profundo financiers; in their butchered parlance, that would
            have been “a solve” for her romantically. He had always known why she was the wrong choice for him—and why he’d pursued her
            anyway—but he was just as wrong for her, too: an obvious rebound who had long outlasted his purpose.
         

         
         Another bump against his knee—this time not his doing. Astrid shifted away after a moment.

         
         The fleeting touch of her skin had felt good on his. Soft and smooth, the heat of another body’s subcutaneous mechanisms roiling
            beneath the surface.
         

         
         He didn’t look at her, and he crossed his legs for the rest of the play to avoid further contact.

         
         

         That night, with Steven’s blessing, Astrid prepared a Norwegian-breakfast-for-dinner feast in honor of Sophie’s performance: pannekaker with smoked salmon, followed by more pancakes with jam fillings for dessert. (Steven skipped the sugary course.) He put both
            kids to bed, reading first to Caleb in his room, then to Sophie in hers, until she fell asleep.
         

         
         Lucy was in a hotel room right then with the guy who was “so fucking hard right now.”

         
         Steven seldom drank at home, but he took a bottle of Scotch out of the liquor cabinet in the kitchen and treated himself to
            a healthy pour.
         

         
         After his second drink, Lucy’s cheating didn’t bother him quite as much. If anything, it bothered him that it didn’t really bother him; at least it would’ve proved there was something there, real feelings about his wife. But now that the
            sting had worn off, he didn’t feel jealous or even betrayed. The negativity he was stewing in was more about the ways he’d
            incited her infidelity than Lucy herself.
         

         
         “I apologize,” said Astrid. “I will go.”

         
         She’d just come in, and he must have looked odd sitting on a stool at the counter, the chandelier at its dimmest setting,
            drinking alone and staring into space in the massive kitchen.
         

         
         “No, it’s okay,” he said. “Just having a drink. Long day.”

         
         “Is it all right if I clean, or do you prefer privacy?”

         
         “I don’t mind,” he said.

         
         She wiped down the countertops, avoiding his area, putting elbow grease into one stubborn spot.

         
         “You don’t have to do that now,” he said. “In fact, have a drink with me.”

         
         “I do not want to impose on—”

         
         “I’d appreciate the company, honestly. I feel like I’m in a Hopper painting.”

         
         She nodded politely; he couldn’t tell if she got the reference. She retrieved a glass, set it on the counter, and sat across from him. 

         
         “Do you like Laphroaig?” he asked before he poured. “Or would you like something else?”

         
         “I have never had it,” she said. “But I will try.”

         
         “It’s very peaty. Sort of an acquired taste.”

         
         He poured her a splash. She sipped it.

         
         “What do you think?”

         
         “It tastes and smells like smoke from chimneys in the countryside,” she said. “I do like it.”

         
         He smiled.

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “Just the way you say certain things. ‘I do like it.’ ‘The countryside.’” She looked confused. “Most Americans would just
            say, ‘I like it,’ or ‘the country.’”
         

         
         Her skin pinkened. “I am still working on my idiomatic English.”

         
         “No, no, no. I didn’t mean to make you self-conscious,” he said. “It’s cute.”

         
         Now he was the one who felt self-conscious as the last word hung in the air. In the silence, she finished her drink. Then
            she pushed her glass over to him.
         

         
         “More, or you’re done?” he asked.

         
         “More,” she said. “Please.”

         
         As she had her second drink and he his third—he’d pay for this tomorrow—he asked if she’d done anything interesting in New
            York at night.
         

         
         “I do not go out at night much.”

         
         “No? You’re young and in Brooklyn. You should be having fun.”

         
         “I prefer daytime activities that I can do on my own,” she said. “Museums and walks. Perhaps a concert would be fun.”

         
         “What kind of music do you like? Rock? Is that even still a thing?” He felt, suddenly, like he’d become his hopelessly uncool parents grilling his carpooling friends in the back of the family minivan. 

         
         “I like rock,” she said. “Maybe you call it ‘rock and roll’?”

         
         “Yeah, that old-time rock and roll,” he said, grinning along with her. “Seriously, though, you should be out, making friends.”

         
         She looked at her Scotch. “I have never truly understood how to ‘make friends.’ Even at school.”

         
         “Really? I’d think you would’ve been popular.”

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “Just . . . my sense,” he said. “Well, I hope it hasn’t been too lonely for you here.”

         
         She shrugged. “I have always preferred reading and writing to the company of people.”

         
         No other sentence could have worked its way into his heart better than that one.

         
         “Thanks again for reading my books,” he said. “And for saying such nice things about Cruelty of April.”
         

         
         “It inspired me,” she said after a pause.

         
         “To become a writer?” he joked. “I’m so sorry to have sent you down that dark path.”

         
         Even when she smiled, it was hard to tell what was on her mind.

         
         “Are you writing something now?” he asked.

         
         “It is embarrassing to admit to you,” she said. “But I am trying to write a novel.”

         
         “Why is that embarrassing?”

         
         “It is like a novice telling Mozart he is writing a symphony.”

         
         He laughed. “I’m no Mozart. Not even Salieri,” he said. “So what’s it about? Can I read it?”

         
         “You are very polite. But it is in Norwegian. And I would not trust an internet translation.”

         
         “Then I guess I’ll have to wait for the English edition. I’ll be front and center at your first big reading in New York.”

         
         “I will cross out my name, as you taught me,” she said.

         
         They both drank more. The kitchen clock ticked over the hush of the dishwasher.

         
         A creaking floorboard made him whip his head toward the doorway, but it was just the upstairs neighbors.

         
         When he turned back, Astrid was looking at him.

         
         Her eyes were unlike any blue he’d seen—cerulean and glimmering, closer to those of a wolf than a human.

         
         “Is there something on my face?” she asked.

         
         “No, sorry,” he said. “I just noticed your eyes don’t look like most blue eyes you see here. They’re unique.”

         
         “They are common in Norway,” said Astrid. “I am very common-looking there.”

         
         “I don’t believe that for a minute.”

         
         “I meant ‘common’ as in . . . ordinary. But ‘common’ can also mean ‘lower class,’ yes?”

         
         “It can,” he said.

         
         “Then I look common in Norway in both meanings of the word.”

         
         When he didn’t speak for another stretch, she looked at her drink and smiled.

         
         “Now we are the man and woman at the counter in Nighthawks,” she said.
         

         
         “You know that one?” Steven asked.

         
         “His paintings remind me of your novels,” she said. “You both capture loneliness in a quiet way.”

         
         Fueled by the liquor, by Astrid’s beauty, and by the Hopper comparison, Steven stood abruptly, his stool scraping the hardwood
            floor, and leaned over the counter to kiss her.
         

         
         Astrid neither encouraged nor recoiled from him. Her mouth tasted warmly of Scotch.

         
         She was the first woman besides Lucy that he’d kissed in nine years. The first kiss since then with something on the line.
            The first kiss in a long time that made him feel something, a sensation in his chest so foreign to him now, he’d almost forgotten
            it could happen.
         

         
         Alongside it came a punch of shame, though not about Lucy—a night earlier, it might have. It was about what Sophie would think if she walked in. 

         
         He pulled back.

         
         Astrid’s unblinking lupine eyes gave nothing away.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, and left for his room.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         The next morning, while Astrid ferried the kids to school, Steven lingered in bed with a hangover, but mostly to avoid her.
            Then he hid out in his office, emerging only for a run to the corner for coffee and a salad.
         

         
         But he had to make some sort of apology. It would be worse if they just pretended forever that it hadn’t happened.

         
         And he needed to do it before Lucy returned that night—back from her Chicago hotel romp. She’d probably done it in all those
            other cities she’d gone to for work, too: San Francisco, Paris, Tokyo. He’d had sex abroad only with Lucy. He’d never even
            slept with a foreigner in America. He didn’t understand how international couples worked; without a shared native language,
            too much remained unshareable—at least for Steven. He needed someone who knew English inside and out, appreciated its subtleties,
            caught his stupid puns.
         

         
         Someone who could make them herself.

         
         He knocked on Astrid’s door. She opened it holding a paperback of a Knut Hamsun novel whose title was in the original Norwegian.

         
         Yet again he couldn’t read her unswerving stare, at once present and far away.

         
         “Hi,” he said.

         
         Standing opposite her, he now didn’t know what to say—because he was uncomfortable, but more because he felt a surge of desire
            so feral that it stymied any further words.
         

         
         She smiled, just a little, but it looked like an invitation.

         
         This time she kissed him back. Her peculiar scent was right in his nostrils, but it no longer smelled like perspiration alone. It was the musk of sex. 

         
         He wanted more of it, to burrow toward its source.

         
         They stumbled into her room, then her bed, pulling off each other’s clothes until her lithe body was against his.

         
         He was hard. So fucking hard.

         
         “I don’t have anything,” he said. “Are you on birth control, or . . .”

         
         “No,” she said.

         
         He paused.

         
         “That is not a concern for me,” she added. “I have a medical condition.”

         
         Though apparently a green light, the disclosure killed the mood.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said, unsure what the proper response was.

         
         “I have always thought it is more noble to adopt children anyway,” she said. “Is noble the right word?”
         

         
         The simple way she’d said it, without fishing for sympathy, sparked a romantic tenderness he hadn’t felt for years, and the
            lust returned stronger than before.
         

         
         “It is,” he said.

         
         In the three years since sex with Lucy had gone south, Steven had wondered if it wasn’t just his testosterone but also his
            actual nerve endings that had been worn down by age, convinced he couldn’t feel the same degree of physical pleasure he once
            had.
         

         
         But these minutes with Astrid disproved such a hypothesis. It was hard to know what the most potent factor was: the newness
            of her body—this body—the peril, or the way she clutched his hair at the nape, whispering, “Herregud, herregud, herregud,” until he came seconds after her.
         

         
         He rolled off her, spent, as if he’d finished an immaculately prepared tasting menu.

         
         It was easily the most exhilarating sexual encounter of his life.

         
         They lay entwined in silence for a minute or two until her phone alarm chimed.

         
         “I must fetch the children,” she said.

         
         Astrid dressed casually, with the easy unselfconsciousness of someone who has never doubted her attractiveness, matter-of-fact
            about what, to Steven, had been extraordinary. Just below her left hipbone was a tattoo of what looked like a dagger dripping
            blood.
         

         
         He’d known this woman for just over a month. If this went wrong—and how could it not?—he’d lose his kids, his apartment, and
            what remained of his career.
         

         
         “This was probably a bad idea,” he said.

         
         Without even looking at him, she said, “Okay.”

         
         She didn’t say anything else as she continued dressing. He did the same.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said once they were both clothed. “I really enjoyed that, but . . .”

         
         “You do not need to apologize,” said Astrid, again with no discernible emotion. “You have a family.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         After Astrid picked up the kids, he texted an excuse and slipped out. He ate a salmon poke bowl alone at a neighborhood restaurant,
            killed time watching the Mets and playing Risk at a bar—he lost a marathon game after attempting to capture Asia, an amateur’s
            blunder—then returned to the apartment late without seeing her or the children.
         

         
         But she was a constant presence in his mind. How her naked body had looked. The way it felt on his hands, under his torso,
            the taste of it on his tongue. The Norwegian utterance as she climaxed (“Oh, my God,” from an internet translation he did
            trust).
         

         
         That smell.

         
         Lucy arrived home from Chicago at eleven. When she returned from business trips, Steven always made a point of greeting her
            at the door with a kiss. Anything less would have been an admission that they were nothing more than roommates with children.
         

         
         But when she walked into their room, he said hello to her without getting up from the bed, where, at a pace of three minutes
            a page, he was reading a novel that had won a slew of awards the previous year. The author was brilliant, but it was a chore
            to get through; Steven couldn’t imagine anyone’s actually enjoying it so much as congratulating themselves for being the kind
            of person who read it (or, more likely, just bought it and positioned it prominently on their bookshelf).
         

         
         “So how’d everything go?” she asked as she unpacked.

         
         He politely put down the book. “Fine,” he said.

         
         “And Sophie really wasn’t too upset about me missing the play?”

         
         There was some hurt in her voice. She’d asked how Sophie had responded to her absence, and he’d texted her the truth, pretending
            to put her mind at ease but knowing it would wound her.
         

         
         “She was a bit,” he said, feeling a little guilty.

         
         Lucy moved to the bathroom and replaced toiletries in the medicine cabinet. “Did Astrid go?”

         
         She was looking at him through the open door.

         
         He reopened the book to where he’d left off. “She did, actually.”

         
         “At Sophie’s request?”

         
         He started over on the same paragraph he’d just read.

         
         “Yeah,” he said.

         
         Lucy paused before resuming her task.

         
         

         For the next week he continued to avoid Astrid while the kids were at school, sequestering himself in his office, working
            in cafés, staying late at work.
         

         
         One day, though, when he came home from a dentist’s appointment, Astrid was in the kitchen, barefoot, on tiptoe to reach an
            upper cabinet, in those cutoffs that barely grazed her thighs.
         

         
         He walked up behind her and—again, reflexively—kissed her neck.

         
         She caressed his leg.

         
         They had sex right there, bent over the gold-veined marble countertop, and as he gripped her luscious hips and drank in her
            tangy scent, Steven knew this wasn’t just a one-off relapse, that it would happen again tomorrow, and the day after, and the
            next, because he’d never been with a woman like this before, and knew he never would again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Two

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         He’d go to Astrid’s room every weekday except Tuesdays, when the housekeeper was there. As azaleas and hydrangeas bloomed
            in Brooklyn Heights, they would tumble into bed, their soundtrack vintage and melancholic: the Velvet Underground, Leonard
            Cohen, Nick Drake. He started arriving around one, then slipped in before lunch, unwilling to sacrifice any time with her.
         

         
         Postcoital, as afternoon light filtered through the gold curtains, casting the room in a tangerine glow, he couldn’t stop
            touching her, his hand sliding up her cashmere forearm to her shoulder, doubling back to skim her tender flank, venturing
            into the damp small of her back.
         

         
         In her room, he forgot his apartment, country, planet; inside her body, he forgot his own.

         
         

         She told him she had been diagnosed at twenty with primary ovarian insufficiency, after going months without a period. Her
            ovaries had largely stopped functioning, and she no longer menstruated, relying on estrogen and progesterone to replace the
            hormones her body no longer sufficiently produced.
         

         
         Although she experienced no other major symptoms, doctors had told her that she would not be able to conceive naturally—even
            with fertility treatments.
         

         
         Part of him felt a selfish relief. If they somehow ended up together—a very unlikely hypothetical he nonetheless found himself imagining more and more—this removed the possibility of her ever asking for a child, which he could never do to Sophie and Caleb. 

         
         “That must have been difficult,” he said as he ran his fingers through her hair in bed.

         
         “I was very depressed for a year,” she said.

         
         “What got you out of it?”

         
         She hesitated, then said, “One morning I woke up and I felt at peace with it.”

         
         He admired the Scandinavian self-reliance. No therapy, no antidepressants—just stoic acceptance of what couldn’t be changed.

         
         “Does it still make you sad at all?” he asked.

         
         “Sometimes,” she said. “But I have decided I will produce books, not babies.”

         
         

         He had her download Risk so they could use its in-app chat to send messages without getting caught. They’d write when she
            was out with the kids (he didn’t accompany her on any further outings, for fear that acquaintances might see them), and after
            Lucy fell asleep, at least when she took an Ativan and there was no chance she’d wake up. One surreptitious pleasure from
            the app had transformed into another.
         

         
         One night, unable to sleep and with Lucy zonked out beside him, he challenged her to a one-on-one game; she’d played a few
            times in university and remembered the rules and basic strategy. He went easy on her at first, but she proved an adept player,
            cautious yet opportunistic, so he started trying for real; he didn’t want to lose, either. Just as he’d concentrated his troops
            in Brazil for an offensive he thought would lead to victory, she cashed in her cards, ambushed him in North America via the
            Iceland–Greenland corridor—where he’d let down his guard—and won.
         

         
         “How did you do that?” he texted over the chat, ego bruised but turned on by her skill.

         
         “Hubris is a fatal flaw,” she wrote.

         
         

         A couple of weeks in, Steven told Astrid he could imagine living with her in Norway someday, in one of the picturesque fishing villages perched on the water that he’d looked up on the internet. She laughed. 

         
         “You want to become a strong Viking warrior?” she asked.

         
         “I’m serious,” he said.

         
         She shook her head and smiled at his foolishness. “When men want to conquer a woman, they are full of romantic fantasies.
            Once they have conquered her, they are no longer interested.”
         

         
         It was certainly a valid criticism of his gender—and one that had applied to him in the past—but he really couldn’t imagine
            that happening with her. He knew he was living out a fantasy—a male fantasy, one the culture would judge him for, one he’d judge others for, one he’d roll his eyes at if it were the basis of a novel (at least the only basis). But maybe fantasy,
            when the flames burned this intensely, could sustain itself longer than the faintly glowing embers of pragmatism.
         

         
         Best of all was her laughter, which came more readily now. To lie naked with her, making her giggle—he’d always nostalgized
            the early days with his first girlfriend in college, but if he could freeze a specific time in his life, it would be these
            afternoons inside her gold-curtained room, already sepia-toned visually and in his mind.
         

         
         Nevertheless, spending hours in bed, they sometimes lapsed into silences. Once, after a long spell, Steven felt a pinprick
            of that fourth-date anxiety he’d had with Lucy. He apologized and told her he sometimes didn’t know what to say.
         

         
         “It is sometimes more exciting not to know what the other person is thinking,” she said.

         
         

         After a pickleball game, Brian let him know that the department had offered the tenure-track job to a decorated thirty-four-year-old
            author of three novels.
         

         
         “I’m really sorry,” he said. “I fought for you, but they wanted . . .”

         
         “It’s okay,” Steven said.

         
         “You sure? I feel bad.”

         
         A few months ago, the news would have gutted him. Now it barely registered.

         
         “Completely,” he said. “They made a good choice.”

         
         He didn’t bother telling Lucy. She’d probably forgotten he’d even applied.

         
         

         He taught with more vigor. He parented with infinite patience. His pickleball game was thriving.

         
         Even his sleep-tracking ring seemed impressed.

         
         

         He confessed one day to Astrid that he hadn’t actually been writing his book about the gold rush, only researching in endless
            circles. She asked why he didn’t start over with something new.
         

         
         “I’ve invested enough time that I can’t bring myself to abandon it,” he said.

         
         The real reason was hard to say, harder still to tell her. She might lose her respect for him as a writer, the main—only?—thing
            he had going for him.
         

         
         “But it’s mostly because I’ve lost confidence from the reaction to Cruelty of April,” he decided to tell her. “I feel like I used up everything in my first book that was of interest to anyone. Anyone but you,
            that is.”
         

         
         She took in his admission without a reaction. “What is at stake?” she asked.

         
         He began talking about what was on the line for his protagonist—a byzantine plot centered on repaying a debt inherited from
            his father.
         

         
         “No,” Astrid said. “For you, the writer. What is the exposure of yourself?”
         

         
         “The culture isn’t really interested in someone like me exposing myself anymore,” he said, with as little self-pity as he could manage—he’d heard enough bitter hacks make the same lament as a convenient excuse for their failures. 

         
         “So there is nothing of you in it?”

         
         He shrugged.

         
         “Then that is the real problem,” she said.

         
         

         The next morning, instead of taking a gold rush book from the wobbly tower on his desk, he excavated, from under folders and
            papers in his bottom desk drawer, an album of childhood photos. He opened to a page at random.
         

         
         There he was, around eight or nine, his belly straining his T-shirt as he posed with his ectomorphic brother at a zoo. At
            ten, unwrapping Christmas presents, his sausage legs dangling from the couch.
         

         
         It was like that all through the album. He’d been overweight his whole childhood—too much pizza and soda, not enough exercise.
            Then, as he aged and the prospect of losing weight seemed increasingly hopeless, he gorged even more.
         

         
         High school was a lonely time.

         
         At a New Year’s party his senior year, while classmates made out on couches, he hovered by the chips, unable to stop eating.

         
         “Slow down, big boy,” Ryan Morrow bellowed across the room as his friends burst into howls.

         
         “Don’t be mean to him,” said Natalie Pierce, the future prom queen, whose well-meaning compassion only made it worse.

         
         Steven tried to laugh it off. But the next morning, sick from cheap beer and motivated by the holiday, he resolved to change,
            like an alcoholic who’s hit bottom: no more seconds, no junk food. He began working out maniacally—sit-ups that made his stomach
            wail, long runs that occasionally (and, though he wouldn’t admit it, gratifyingly) ended in vomiting.
         

         
         It was miserable, but little by little his disciplined masochism paid off. No longer the boy who avoided shorts, who turned from photos of his “husky” frame, who fell asleep fantasizing about miraculously losing forty pounds, he learned one of the universe’s cruelest lessons: That really was all it took to significantly improve his life. By the time he arrived at Middlebury that fall, still never kissed but now
            with corrugated abdominals, he received female attention for the first time.
         

         
         He continued paging through the photos, each one a needle of self-loathing for his past and present selves. There were fewer
            pictures as he grew older and more camera-shy, but he ran across one of himself at fourteen or fifteen in an oversize T-shirt
            and down-to-his-knees swim trunks at the waterfront of his sleepaway camp in Vermont.
         

         
         “Clothing-optional” nighttime swims were a beloved pastime at the hippie-ish camp (and one that would be met with scandalized
            horror and lawsuits nowadays). One evening, knowing his aquatic uniform would look even more conspicuous when half the campers
            were naked, he’d taken off his shirt for once, though he’d still hurried into the moonlit water. He trailed two friends out
            to a floating platform where they sat, a better perch to ogle the topless girls, but he stayed in the lake, resting his head
            on the edge in the sloshing water.
         

         
         “I’m a beached whale,” he told his friends, making spluttery sounds to their laughter, getting to the joke before anyone else
            could.
         

         
         Steven wrote it down. It wasn’t so bad, putting his childhood humiliation into words; he wouldn’t have to show anyone. This
            led him to fictionalize more vignettes from his youth, undergirded by his persistent physical shame, his discomfort around
            the opposite sex, his inadequacy among boys, all of which deepened as he grew fatter and lonelier over the years while his
            peers acquired muscles and girlfriends.
         

         
         “If you lost some weight,” his mother had once said as he passed her, just out of the shower, a towel around his waist, “it
            would make your penis look bigger.”
         

         
         No, that was too much.

         
         Which meant, per Astrid’s counsel, it was exactly the kind of thing he should write about.

         
         For the first time in years he lost himself in the charge of artistic risk instead of a digital board game on his phone’s
            cramped screen, feeling vindicated by each episode of childhood pain, because it was an investment that had compounded over
            the years, yielding now a finer-tuned emotional radar. He didn’t notice four hours pass, didn’t even get up to use the bathroom.
            This, the act of silently working in a room by himself, was what had consistently provided him with the most sustained happiness
            of his writing life, just as reading Dahl and Hemingway and Salinger and Woolf with a flashlight under the covers in adolescence
            had ushered him down this road, because writers—the ones he’d known in real life and the ones he was acquainted with only
            on the page—had always been the people who understood him best, who made him feel least alone.
         

         
         He went to Astrid’s room before she picked up the kids to tell her why he hadn’t come over.

         
         “Can I read it?” she asked.

         
         He hadn’t yet told her that he’d been fat, and though none of his girlfriends nor Lucy had ever seemed to care, he disliked
            revealing that piece of his biography and avoided discussing it after the first time.
         

         
         “No,” he said. “It’s not anything I’m going to pursue. Just self-indulgent writing.”

         
         “If you prefer,” she said. “But I would love to see it.”

         
         She still hadn’t even told him what her own novel was about. He’d keep this to himself, too.

         
         The next morning he reviewed what he’d written. It wasn’t awful, at least. Maybe there was something to it; he wasn’t a good
            judge of his own work.
         

         
         He decided to print out and give what he had to Astrid—this might be the easiest way of telling her about his former body—and
            continued working.
         

         
         She knocked on his door two hours later, the first time she’d come into his office. He hid the photo album in a drawer before she entered, carrying his pages. 

         
         It looked like she’d been crying.

         
         “This is beautiful,” she said.

         
         After a moment he took out the album, opened to a page in the middle, and handed it to her.

         
         “You wouldn’t have been very interested if you’d met me when I was like this,” he said.

         
         She looked at the photograph of him at twelve, his face pained before the camera, already despising his body.

         
         “If you had the same mind and soul that produced writing like this,” she said, “I would have been.”

         
         It wasn’t her artistic esteem for him that led to his instant arousal, but her unquestioning acceptance.

         
         After they had sex in his office chair, she said, “If you like, I have a possible suggestion for the book.”

         
         When he asked what it was, she had second thoughts about sharing it. “I should not give you advice,” she said. “I am not a
            real author like you.”
         

         
         He insisted he wanted to hear her idea.

         
         “Well,” she said, “if you changed it from first person to third person, it might allow you to write with even more vulnerability.”

         
         His instinct had been to write in first, since it was so patently autobiographical, but maybe she was right; he was too close
            to the material, and the effect might be claustrophobic for the reader.
         

         
         “That’s good,” he said. “Anything else?”

         
         She wavered again, then said, “Perhaps because you wanted to explore every emotion you felt, you do not leave enough out.
            In Norway we say, ‘Det enkle er ofte det beste.’ The simple is often the best.”
         

         
         She picked up a pen, looked over the first page, and began striking things out: adverbs, sentences, an entire paragraph.

         
         She gave it to him. Though the page was a mess, it looked pared down yet richer—more European.

         
         “Now the reader can complete the empty spaces,” Astrid said.

         
         When she left, he went through what he’d written, pruning descriptions, trimming dialogue, letting the silences between the
            characters—and between the author and reader—breathe.
         

         
         Then he cleared the stack of history books off his desk and replaced them with the photo album.

         
         This was all he needed to keep going on the new project and ignore the reviewers who’d panned him, the readers who’d shunned
            him, his agent who’d dismissed him: a twenty-four-year-old Norwegian girl who believed in him like no one ever had.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         “You smell good,” he told her one afternoon. It wasn’t her shampoo, certainly not the body odor that drove him wild. Something
            almost familiar but unplaceable.
         

         
         “I went to a perfume store and tried a sample,” she said.

         
         He sniffed her neck.

         
         “I need to be tied to a mast when I’m around you,” he said, instantly regretting the allusion that made him sound like a pretentious
            classics professor seducing his student. “It’s a reference to—”
         

         
         “I have read The Odyssey.” She sounded offended. “You underestimate me because I am half your age.”
         

         
         “More than half,” he said.

         
         He leaned in again, taking in the beguiling mixture of floral perfume and her natural, earthy scent. She flinched.

         
         “You okay?”

         
         She looked away.

         
         “My medical condition produces a strong odor,” she said. “With clothes on, people do not always smell it. But I am certain
            you can. I am sorry.”
         

         
         He held her cheeks with one hand and turned her toward him. She looked even more beautiful when she was crying—pupils dilated,
            cheeks flushed and moist, a face he wanted to cradle and shield from any harm.
         

         
         “Astrid,” he said, “I love the way you smell.”

         
         “You do?” she asked.

         
         “It has this almost chemical effect on me. I’ve never experienced anything like it,” he said. “Sometimes all it takes is . . .”

         
         He nestled his face closer to her underarm. She tensed up. Then, once she saw he truly wanted this, her muscles relaxed, she
            tentatively shifted her arm to give him more access, and he imbibed her ripeness.
         

         
         It was more than chemical; it was metamorphic, turning him, within seconds, from professor to animal.

         
         

         Lucy made it home that night in time for dinner with the kids. Astrid bustled about the kitchen as they ate. When they were
            both around his wife, which wasn’t often, Steven was all business, the distracted father simulating polite indifference to
            the hired help, addressing her by her first name as though he’d just met her.
         

         
         As Astrid cleared her plate, Lucy sniffed the air. The fragrance sample still lingered, even though Astrid had showered after
            sex. Lucy was surely wondering why she was wearing perfume at home. He’d have to warn her not to do it again.
         

         
         After the meal, Steven’s pickleball-induced tendinitis was acting up in his knee, and he was consigned to bed rest with an
            ice pack. As Lucy worked in her office in advance of a business trip the next night, Astrid gave the kids a bath. Before getting
            in, Sophie left to use the bathroom in the hall near the master bedroom. A few minutes later, Steven heard her hollering to
            her mother for help on the toilet.
         

         
         “You know how to do it yourself, Soph,” Lucy called from her office.

         
         “I forgot how.” She pulled this once in a while as a ploy for parental attention.

         
         “I’m in the middle of something complicated that I can’t interrupt,” said Lucy.

         
         “Can Astrid do it?”

         
         “It’s not safe to leave Caleb alone in the bath. Please stop arguing and wipe yourself.”

         
         A minute later, Sophie shouted, “Mom, I got poop on my hand.”

         
         “Just clean it off with toilet paper and keep going,” Lucy told her, impatience edging her encouragement. “I know you can
            do it, kiddo.”
         

         
         For a moment it was quiet. Then Sophie yelled, “Mom, I dropped the toilet paper on the floor!”

         
         Steven got up to help, but his knee flared with pain—he could barely stand, let alone bend.

         
         Lucy pounded down the hall and into the bathroom.

         
         “Don’t touch me with your hand,” she said. “You’re almost seven years old. I shouldn’t have to— Just hold still, okay?”

         
         After a few seconds, Lucy yelled, “Don’t touch me, I said! You got it on my pants!”
         

         
         “Sorry,” Sophie said meekly.

         
         “This is what happens when you pretend you can’t wipe yourself,” Lucy said as the sink ran. “What a pain in the ass.”

         
         Even if she were referring to the messy incident and not Sophie herself, her tone and language were too severe. This was not
            the moment to criticize her parenting, though.
         

         
         Steven heard Astrid approach the guest bathroom.

         
         “I can finish for you,” she told Lucy.

         
         “I’ve got it,” Lucy said.

         
         “The bath is over. If you are still cleaning your—”

         
         “I said I’ve got it. Just deal with Caleb.”
         

         
         There was a silence, then he heard only Astrid’s quiet footsteps retreating.

         
         

         The next morning, before she left for work, Lucy talked to Astrid in the kitchen as Steven and the kids ate breakfast.

         
         “I’d like to take you to lunch today,” she said, in a voice that made it sound mandatory.

         
         While Lucy said her assistant would “circle back” with the details, Steven focused on stirring his overnight oats.

         
         Lucy knew all about them. She was going to fire Astrid. Then she’d fire him.

         
         Or maybe she was simply going to apologize for snapping at her the previous night.

         
         He had to rush off to school to observe three grad students’ thesis defenses, so he didn’t have a chance to talk to Astrid
            about the lunch in advance. He didn’t want to take a chance texting her about it later over the Risk app, either, in case
            she was still with Lucy and inadvertently read it in her presence.
         

         
         By the time he came home in the late afternoon, Lucy was also there, working and awaiting her car service for a red-eye to
            London.
         

         
         When the kids were asleep, he finally crept into Astrid’s room and, as they undressed and lay on her bed, asked her what had
            happened at lunch.
         

         
         “She asked about my future,” Astrid said.

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “She said that writing is not a practical job, especially not now. And that she could introduce me to people ‘in her world.’”

         
         Steven snorted at the suggestion. “That’s it? She didn’t indicate that she knew about us?”

         
         “I do not think so,” said Astrid.

         
         Maybe this was Lucy’s business-minded way of apologizing for her behavior. Or for planting the idea that the failing novelist
            in the household wasn’t a safe bet for the aspiring writer. Or for merely asserting her dominance over Astrid.
         

         
         Better not to worry about it until he had to.

         
         Astrid’s tattoo, the one thing about her he found unsettling, was visible now that his eyes had adjusted to the darkness. To change the subject, he asked, “I’ve always wondered, why do you have a tattoo of a dagger dripping blood?” 

         
         Astrid laughed. “Everyone thinks it is a dagger.”

         
         “Everyone?” he said. “How many people have . . . seen it?”
         

         
         “It is exposed when I wear a bathing suit,” she said. “Do not be so jealous.”

         
         “So what is it, then?”

         
         “A fountain pen with drops of ink. I acquired it when I chose to become a writer. But the artist was unskilled. And it was
            an immature idea for a tattoo. I now have regrets.”
         

         
         Now that she’d described her intentions, it did look a little more like a fountain pen.

         
         “No—it looks good,” he said.

         
         She laughed again at his unconvincing tone. “So American! You are all afraid to say the truth if it is negative.”

         
         He was quiet. Then he said, “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

         
         When he didn’t immediately continue, she asked, “You now have regrets?”
         

         
         He’d so far avoided defining the exact nature of their relationship, its parameters, where it was heading, if anywhere. Astrid
            had a one-year work visa as an au pair, after which participants in good standing could apply for an extension. They’d initially
            told her that, if everything worked out, they planned to rehire her for a second year.
         

         
         Steven had hoped he could punt any questions about their future until closer to that deadline, at which point a clearer answer
            might have presented itself. Maybe he’d be more financially independent after selling this new novel; he felt he was saying
            something that would truly resonate with readers. Perhaps the scar tissue of Lucy’s own broken home had healed, and she’d leave him for her mysterious workmate, and the decision would be made for him. (And since the other guy almost assuredly wouldn’t want two new stepchildren in his life full-time, he’d receive the bonus of shared custody and child support.) Or one of them would naturally lose desire for the other, as was the fate of most relationships, and once she left, everything would revert to the way it was. 

         
         “No,” he said. “This has made me happier than anything for a long time. But I want to be honest with you. If I left Lucy,
            she’d likely get full custody of the kids, and I can’t lose them.” He deliberated whether to tell her the other reason. “I’m
            also financially dependent on her. At least until I sell my next book. I wouldn’t even get any money from a divorce.”
         

         
         Now Astrid was quiet for a while.

         
         “So . . . what do you want to do?” she asked.

         
         “I think the best thing for now is just to enjoy our time together,” he said. “We can make this whatever we want it to be.”

         
         “I do not know about that,” Astrid said. “There are impediments.”

         
         “Yes. There are impediments.” He liked when she used words like this, the Latinate diction of a foreigner—a foreign writer—who was more stilted yet more precise than a native speaker.
         

         
         She again didn’t speak, and he felt obligated to compensate with a vision of their future in which they were somehow together.

         
         “I sometimes think about when the mother in Lolita gets hit by a car and dies,” he said, “and how that makes everything easy.”
         

         
         As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he heard how awful they sounded. Astrid didn’t respond at first, and he felt even
            guiltier for airing such a morbid sentiment—let alone the allusion that recast him as the predatory Humbert Humbert.
         

         
         Then she whispered, “The Myers woman, the big bitch.”

         
         Steven, having read the novel several times, recognized the Nabokovian phrase. Against his will, it turned him on.

         
         “She thinks I want to meet people in her world,” Astrid said. “Her soulless little world.” She pulled the blanket up over them and nuzzled his neck. “I want to exist only in your world.” 

         
         A few minutes after they’d begun having sex, he heard a small voice say, “Astrid?”

         
         Sophie’s figure stood in the darkened doorway; the door must not have locked, and he hadn’t double-checked it, as he usually
            did. Steven pulled out and quickly slid under the blanket.
         

         
         This, more than even Lucy’s discovering them, was what he’d been most terrified of happening.

         
         “I had a nightmare and I can’t find my daddy,” said Sophie.

         
         “I am so sorry,” Astrid said. “Can you go back to your room and I will find him?”

         
         “I’m scared to go alone.”

         
         Astrid told her she’d go with her. She put on some clothes in the dark and escorted Sophie out.

         
         Still rattled by the near miss, Steven dressed and joined them in her room, where Astrid was stroking Sophie’s head on the
            pillow.
         

         
         “Hi, baby,” he said. “I heard you. I was in the bathroom.”

         
         “I looked in your bathroom,” she said.
         

         
         “The hall bathroom.”

         
         “Why did you use the hall bathroom?”

         
         “I was in the kitchen before that. Did you have a nightmare?”

         
         She nodded. “Can you sleep with me?”

         
         “Yes,” he said. “But thank Astrid for bringing you to your bed in the middle of the night. Next time this happens, you should
            knock on her door first.”
         

         
         “I did knock!” Sophie lied. “Besides, you were in the bathroom.”

         
         He paused. “Astrid needs her privacy. Say ‘thank you.’”

         
         “Thank you, Astrid,” she said.

         
         “I am always here for you, Sophie.” Astrid kissed the top of her head and made eye contact with Steven.

         
         “I love you,” she said.

         
         Steven waited a moment. Then he also kissed Sophie’s head while looking at Astrid.

         
         “I love you, too,” he said.

         
         

         It had taken six weeks of their sexual relationship for them to express their love for each other. Six weeks for him to completely
            jeopardize his life as he knew it. Six weeks for him to make that life worth living again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 15

         
         The plan remained for the family to take Lucy’s two-week vacation at the end of June to a rental house in the Catskills. Astrid
            would stay in the city, a separation Steven was dreading.
         

         
         But two days before they left, Lucy received word that the auction process for the French target was about to kick off formally.
            Her team would be “sprinting hard” and “taking up their bandwidth” with full days of due diligence in Paris in hopes of “getting
            a preferred path to signing.”
         

         
         It wasn’t hard to see why Astrid disdained Lucy’s world.

         
         “What about the Catskills?” Steven asked, tamping down his excitement.

         
         “It’s a big ask of my team if I don’t go in person,” she said. “I guess you can take the kids to see your brother, like you
            wanted.”
         

         
         “The twins are both sick now,” he said. “I think we should just make it a staycation. We can cancel the house and get most
            of the money refunded.”
         

         
         He couldn’t wait to tell Astrid. He’d keep the kids in day camp. A week, maybe even two, alone with her in Brooklyn, both
            days and nights.
         

         
         Half an hour later, however, as he was about to look into the refund, Lucy came into his office.

         
         “Don’t cancel it,” she said. “I’m coming to the Catskills. I’ll video in and make it a working vacation. I’m not going to
            let this job ruin my relationship with the kids.”
         

         
         “Okay.” After a pause, he added, “I was hoping to get a lot of work done myself while we were there. If you’ll also be working long hours . . .” 

         
         “Then I guess we’ll have to bring Astrid along,” she said.

         
         Steven feigned nonchalance.

         
         “It was supposed to be her vacation,” he said. “We should pay her extra.”

         
         Lucy agreed and left his office to make her own arrangements. He was elated.

         
         Then he had second thoughts. Two weeks in a house with his wife and mistress around all day, interacting like they seldom
            did at home, was a potential disaster.
         

         
         But even if he could back out of it now, even if sex was off the table, he didn’t want to go that long without seeing Astrid.

         
         

         “We can’t do anything,” he told Astrid in bed the day before they left. “Lucy’ll be there the whole time.”

         
         “She is the impediment,” she said.

         
         “Yes,” he said with a chuckle. “The impediment.”

         
         When he told her he’d clear out of her room to let her pick up the kids from day camp, she clutched him tightly.

         
         “This is the last time I will be with you like this for two weeks,” she said. “Do not abandon me yet.”

         
         This was the first time she’d displayed any real neediness beneath her inveterate stolidity. It wasn’t long before their bodies
            merged again.
         

         
         “I love you,” he whispered, their torsos still slick with sweat from the previous session.

         
         “I love you more than anything,” she said between heavy inhalations, and hearing these words as she pulled him deeper into
            her made him wonder how he’d last fourteen days.
         

         
         

         They took off in the morning, Steven piloting the Range Rover, Lucy toggling between her phone and laptop, Astrid in the middle of the kids. He’d never shared a confined space with both women—not even the elevator. He played music on shuffle to drown out the tension ricocheting throughout his body. 

         
         When the Stones’ “Some Girls” came on, a song they’d had sex to recently (it stood out because he’d asked, in reference to
            the lyrics, what Norwegian girls do; “I will give you half of what I own,” she’d said with a smile), he caught Astrid’s eyes in the rearview mirror for a second or two before
            he forbade himself from doing it again.
         

         
         He had to be careful on this trip.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 16

         
         The rental house was down a secluded private road that fed into a gravel driveway. Its online profile boasted that it had
            been featured in Architectural Digest, and it had a rear glass wall, a curved roof, and a detached guesthouse, where Astrid would sleep. The kids were thrilled
            by the novelty of a house and scampered from room to room, though they were going to share one on the ground floor to alleviate
            Sophie’s nighttime anxieties in new places. It didn’t have a pool—Lucy hadn’t cared, as she didn’t like swimming, and it made
            it safer for the children—but, as she’d promised, there was a lake five minutes away on foot and a stone hot tub on the property.
            The place ran well over a thousand dollars a night.
         

         
         Astrid took the car to stock up on groceries, and Lucy had to be on calls for the rest of the day, so Steven watched the kids.

         
         The rectangular hot tub, situated in the back and a stone’s throw from the guesthouse, could fit a small party inside it.
            Steven strictly prohibited the kids from going in on their own; Sophie could swim a little, but Caleb needed floaties. To
            minimize its forbidden-fruit allure, he invited them in with him.
         

         
         As Steven ventured into the center of the tub to gauge its depth, he nearly slipped. Most of the stone floor had a textured surface, but that area was slick—either from erosion of the tread or the buildup of greasy substances—and the owners hadn’t put down a mat over it. Extremely rich people, he’d learned from Lucy’s corporate set, never took care of small fixes like these themselves, because they were so accustomed to outsourcing them to hired help. 

         
         “Careful, guys,” he warned as he lifted both kids over the raised perimeter of the tub and set them on the stone bench. “Stay
            on the seat and don’t go in the middle. It’s easy to slip.”
         

         
         “Ah,” said Sophie, putting her hands behind her head and leaning back. “This is the life.”

         
         He laughed. It was a phrase he’d once taught her, and with her serious little face, she looked like she belonged in a cheesy
            commercial for a cruise line. He grabbed his phone off the ledge and filmed her. “Say it again, Soph.”
         

         
         She refused, and as he kept cajoling her, Lucy approached them from the house.

         
         “How is it?” she asked.

         
         “It’s nice,” Steven said. “Come on in.”

         
         “I forgot to pack a swimsuit,” she said.

         
         “So just go in your underwear.”

         
         “Astrid’ll be back any minute.”

         
         “What does it matter if she sees you?” he asked.

         
         He suspected it might be about exposing her body to a twenty-four-year-old girl with a thigh gap. If that were the case, though,
            Lucy would never admit it.
         

         
         “I have a call in ten, anyway.” She leaned over and dipped her hand in the water. “Wish I could. It feels nice.”

         
         She left, sliding the glass door shut with a little extra force, punctuating her martyrdom.

         
         The only sound for a few seconds was the gurgling of the hot tub.

         
         “This is the life,” Sophie said.

         
         

         Before dinner, Steven took the kids on one of the hiking trails, in the back of the house, that led to the lake. The children slipped easily through the narrow entrance between briars, but thorns scraped Steven’s forearm as he passed, drawing beads of blood. 

         
         He warned the kids to be careful when they went in and out. This place was full of little hazards.

         
         “I’m Hansel and Sophie’s Gretel,” Caleb said as they took the wooded path.

         
         “Who am I?” Steven asked.

         
         “The woodcutter.”

         
         “I’ll have to sharpen my ax later,” he said. “You drop some breadcrumbs so you don’t get lost in the woods.”

         
         Caleb’s eyes widened. “We’ll get lost?”

         
         “No,” Steven said quickly. “It was a dumb joke. You won’t get lost, Cay. I’ll always be with you.”

         
         “And Mommy?” Caleb asked.

         
         “Mommy, too, of course.”

         
         “And Astrid,” Sophie added.

         
         “Mm-hmm,” said Steven.

         
         

         The family settled into a routine. Between decent writing sessions, Steven took the kids to the lake and on short hikes, played
            simple board games, and read to them. Astrid prepared all their meals and ate hers in the guesthouse. Lucy’s workload turned
            out to be even more arduous than expected, and dinner was often the only time she saw the children.
         

         
         And each evening, after she fell asleep—she was taking Ativan nightly, in response to the stress and to keep Paris hours—he’d
            write to Astrid on the Risk app, telling her how he wished he were in the guesthouse bed with her and not “the impediment.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         Halfway through their stay, the refrigerator had grown bare, and the kids complained about the prospect of yet another (low-mercury)
            tuna sandwich for lunch. Steven decided it wouldn’t look suspicious if all of them, except for Lucy, went out to eat before
            grocery shopping. She rarely ate during the day other than a protein bar or two, but he nonetheless stopped by her office
            to ask if she wanted anything.
         

         
         He pressed his ear to the door to see if she was on a call. She was speaking in French, fluent from a junior year in Aix-en-Provence.
            Steven had taken it through freshman year of college but never progressed beyond basic conversational skills.
         

         
         “Pouvez-vous fournir une ventilation détaillée de vos coûts d’acquisition de clients au cours des quatre derniers trimestres?”
            she asked in an impeccable accent, then rattled off an even longer sentence Steven couldn’t parse.
         

         
         Her preternatural intellect and poise came through in any language. She’d excelled in a male-dominated field and would have
            in anything she chose; whenever he watched a politician in a debate, he thought that Lucy, with a week of practice, could
            do better. For all his tacit disparagement of her job and commitment to it over their family (and his hypocrisy in reaping
            its material benefits), he remained profoundly impressed by her—and her ability to take care of herself.
         

         
         He decided not to interrupt and drove the others into town, restraining his hand from wandering over to Astrid’s thigh in the passenger seat. 

         
         

         They ate lunch at a quaint railcar diner. Steven was still working on his grain bowl after everyone else had finished; he’d
            learned long ago that chewing slowly and downing water was the key to eating less. When the waitress dropped off their check,
            Astrid thanked him and excused herself to the restroom in the back.
         

         
         Before she left, she pointed to the side of her mouth and told Steven he had some food there. He wiped it with his napkin,
            but evidently didn’t get it.
         

         
         “Here,” she said, and she licked the tip of her finger and cleaned him herself before walking away.

         
         It was their first physical contact in a week.

         
         Steven jammed his credit card into the slot of the check holder. Then he told the kids he had to go to the bathroom; they
            could watch a show on his phone, and if they behaved while he was gone and stayed in their seats, they’d get ice cream afterward.
         

         
         He set up his phone for them and went to the restroom area, hidden away from the customers. Through the door he could hear
            the faucet running. He knocked.
         

         
         “One minute, please,” Astrid said from inside.

         
         “It’s Steven,” he said.

         
         She opened up, and he stepped inside and locked the door. The small, spotless room was fragrant with potpourri.

         
         He was already hard from the anticipation. He turned on the faucet full blast to drown out any noise and slipped his hand
            inside the back of her shorts.
         

         
         “What kind of girl do you think I am?” she asked.

         
         “I’m not like this, either,” he whispered, trying to get his fill of her flesh until she kicked him out. “But I can’t think
            straight when I can’t touch you. I want to fuck you so badly.”
         

         
         He’d expected her to indulge, at most, a little kissing and light fondling before sensibly noting that his children were alone in the restaurant and they were in a public restroom, and they just had to hold off a little longer until they were back in Brooklyn. 

         
         But she whispered back, “You are permitted.”

         
         She pulled down her underwear and shorts, turned, and bent over the sink, her elbows on the porcelain, the only way it would
            work in the tight quarters.
         

         
         He was so surprised she didn’t demur that he froze. Before he gave in, he stared at the ripeness of her before him. Though
            he’d never done this with anyone—Lucy had banned any contact whatsoever back there—he was seized by a devouring urge and knelt
            on the floor, bad knee and all.
         

         
         Astrid not only didn’t refuse, she spread herself to make it easier for him.

         
         Unhygienic or not, the way he thought of her body—unsullied, no piercings beyond her ears and just the one tattoo—made him
            feel like he was plunging into an ice-cold fjord.
         

         
         As he was about to transition to unzipping his shorts, there was a knock.

         
         “Hello?” the waitress’s voice called out. “Miss, you in there? Your kids are asking for you.”

         
         Steven bit his lip and stood, his knees cracking with strain.

         
         “One minute, please,” Astrid said. She made herself presentable and left.

         
         Steven waited for his frustrated arousal to cool and rinsed his mouth, annoyed with himself for not working faster, before
            wondering exactly how he’d become the kind of man who would do this in a diner restroom with his kids right outside—then getting
            the answer in the mirror as he took in the hair silvering at the temples (whenever he saw a picture of himself from behind,
            he was shocked by how desaturated of color the back of his head was), the first white thread of eyebrow among their darker
            kin, below it the spoiled milks of his eyes.
         

         
         He looked like a former handsome-enough man who’d recently slipped below that cutoff and understood that this was his best and last chance to be with someone like Astrid—like being struck by creative lightning, no one hits that particular jackpot twice—and for whom it was worth anything to keep it going. 

         
         He returned to their booth and forced a smile.

         
         “What happened, guys?” he asked the kids.

         
         Caleb pointed at Steven’s phone on the table.

         
         “Commercial,” he said.

         
         

         After they returned home, Steven and the kids kicked around a soccer ball they’d found on the back lawn. Before he could stop
            her, Sophie bolted toward the guesthouse door and pounded on it, already calling Astrid’s name. Steven couldn’t hear their
            conversation, but Sophie was soon pulling her out.
         

         
         The four of them played, the kids’ laughter sailing through the summer air in their little pastoral bubble. A real life with
            Astrid, of course, wouldn’t be all debauched restroom sex and idyllic soccer games; the grind of childcare was less tolerable
            when you weren’t being paid for it, and the passion of their time together was inflamed by its preciousness.
         

         
         But still.

         
         The sliding glass doors opened ten minutes later, after Sophie had quit playing and insisted that Astrid braid her hair, leaving
            Steven to field penalty kicks from Caleb.
         

         
         “I’ve got a break,” Lucy announced. “I’ll take the kids.”

         
         “I’m playing soccer ball,” Caleb said.

         
         “And Astrid hasn’t finished my hair,” Sophie said.

         
         “No, guys,” Steven said. “Mom wants to hang out now, and she doesn’t have much time.”

         
         “What would you like to do, Cay-cay?” asked Lucy.

         
         “Swim,” he said.

         
         “I don’t have my bathing suit here, sweetie.” She hadn’t gotten around to ordering one online. “What else?”

         
         “You can wear your underwear at the lake,” Steven said. “We haven’t seen anyone else there.”

         
         “Fine,” she said. “Astrid, would you get them in their bathing suits?”

         
         Astrid took the kids into the house, and Lucy went in for towels. “Don’t forget Caleb’s floaties,” Steven reminded her.

         
         “Where are they?”

         
         “Closet by the front door,” he said. “The one by the table with the binder of house instructions.”

         
         She never knew where anything for the kids was, even at home. He felt sorry for her. Because she was world-class at her challenging
            job, and because parenting befuddled even the most brilliant minds, she couldn’t help choosing the concrete daily victories
            of her work over the children, even if she had all sorts of rationalizations for why she needed to do so.
         

         
         After Lucy left with the kids, Steven contemplated doing something with Astrid in their absence—not full-fledged sex, just
            a snack to tide him over and make up for the earlier interruption—but it was far too risky. He went to his room to quell the
            temptation, picking up a novel that The New Yorker had just reviewed enthusiastically. It was yet another work of autofiction, a genre he held in low regard for its seemingly
            cosmopolitan and bohemian pose but ultimately provincial self-mythologizing. But he was also envious of this critically acclaimed
            younger writer for being able to get away with a 118-page story of almost parodically low stakes (would the unnamed narrator’s
            prose poem win a chapbook contest?) that would draw a limited but highbrow readership pontificating about “the contingent
            status of poetry under late capitalism,” for not needing to worry about producing a surefire bestseller, even for, according
            to his bio and rakish author photo by the window of a shabby-chic apartment, enjoying what looked to be the life of an unattached
            Brooklyn flaneur.
         

         
         Good thing he hadn’t tried anything with Astrid; fifteen minutes later, Lucy returned with the kids.

         
         “That was quick,” he said.

         
         “Some people were having a picnic,” she said. “I couldn’t take my clothes off. And I didn’t want to wear this top in the lake.”

         
         “We want Astrid to take us,” Sophie said.

         
         “We want Astrid,” Caleb echoed.

         
         “We can do something else together,” Lucy said.

         
         Both kids whined.

         
         “Fine—just stop crying,” she said. To Steven she said, “I can’t be doing this before my call. Please deal with them.”

         
         

         Later, as Astrid cooked dinner, Steven played board games with the kids in the living room. He heard Lucy stalk into the kitchen.

         
         “Astrid, could you make sure you don’t use too much salt on the trout?” she said.

         
         “I use very little,” Astrid said. “I know you dislike it.”

         
         “I do like it, just in moderation. Whatever you did last time made it a little hard to eat.” There was a brief silence. “It was
            otherwise well prepared, so it was just a waste of good fish.”
         

         
         “Of course, Ms. Myers,” Astrid said. “I am sorry.”

         
         “Thank you. And for the millionth time, call me Lucy.”

         
         Once Lucy was in her office with the door closed, Steven got a glass of water in the kitchen. Astrid was pushing down on a
            salad spinner. The rhythmic piston of her arm made him think of other things.
         

         
         “Hi, Astrid,” he said. “When do you think dinner will be ready?”

         
         “In thirty minutes,” she said. “Is that all right?”

         
         “Sorry,” he whispered as he turned on the faucet, nodding in the direction of Lucy’s office down the hall. “Thirty minutes
            is fine,” he said loudly.
         

         
         Astrid let go of the salad spinner and, without warning, palmed him over his crotch.

         
         “Would you prefer red or white wine with your dinner?” she asked.

         
         If the kids came in, they wouldn’t be able to see what was happening below the countertop. They’d hear Lucy’s office door
            open before she could approach.
         

         
         Still, this was nerve-racking, and he would have thought that the anxiety would kill his libido, but it had the opposite effect,
            and his athletic shorts did nothing to hide it.
         

         
         “No wine for me tonight, thanks,” he said. “These long days with the kids are making me too tired.”

         
         “And what would the impediment like to drink?” Astrid said softly, pulling his waistband out and slipping her other hand inside
            his boxers.
         

         
         He felt a curious protectiveness toward Lucy, but didn’t stop Astrid’s hands.

         
         “Lucy likes sauvignon blanc with fish,” he said, closing his eyes and luxuriating in the hazardous ecstasy.

         
         She cupped him and squeezed delicately with her cool fingers.

         
         He opened his eyes. Twenty feet away, with the counter hiding everything below their waists, stood Sophie watching them.

         
         Steven took a step back, disengaging from Astrid’s hand.

         
         “So, yeah, sauvignon blanc for Lucy, nothing for me,” he said. “Hey, Soph. Need something?”

         
         Sophie’s expression gave nothing away.

         
         “Your turn in Candy Land,” she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 18

         
         The family ate dinner while Astrid took her customary meal in the guesthouse.

         
         Sophie couldn’t have clearly seen what was happening, and even if she had, she wouldn’t have understood it. But she might
            ask about it—the kind of guileless question that would expose him more than any pointed accusation.
         

         
         Thus far she hadn’t, though, and Steven was keeping up nonstop conversation with the kids to prevent her from doing so as
            Lucy tapped away ceaselessly on her phone.
         

         
         Halfway through the meal, Astrid came into view through the glass wall facing the backyard, wearing a yellow bikini he hadn’t
            seen before.
         

         
         In Steven’s direct line of sight and Lucy’s peripheral vision, she turned on the hot tub and bent over the side to test the
            temperature as she waited for it to warm up. Did she not realize how visible she was, or was this to show off her lightly
            tanned backside? And if so, for whose benefit—his, to give him a visual feast of what he’d had only appetizers of so far,
            or Lucy’s, to remind her who still had the gravity-bucking tautness of youth on her side?
         

         
         He returned his attention to the kids, but the yellow and bronze was like a tawny sunset he couldn’t look away from, and he
            stole glances whenever Lucy was distracted by her email.
         

         
         If only they hadn’t been interrupted in the restroom, maybe he wouldn’t be so hung up on having sex with her again. Waiting
            another week felt like a year.
         

         
         No—even if they’d done it, he’d be champing at the bit, because every time they had sex, he regressed further into an insatiable state of hormonal adolescence he’d never been able to indulge in during his actual adolescence. 

         
         “Looks like the whole family’s enjoying the hot tub,” Lucy said without looking up. “Glad it’s earning its keep.”

         
         Steven ground more pepper on his trout.

         
         “I’m taking the kids out to a movie,” Lucy said. She looked at Steven. “Just me.”

         
         Normally he’d have welcomed this rare instance of solo caretaking from Lucy, especially since it would have afforded him some
            alone time with Astrid. But Sophie might use the opportunity to ask her mother what Daddy and Astrid had been doing in the
            kitchen. If she asked him, he planned to say he’d been helping her with the food prep and leave it at that, but Lucy wouldn’t
            be fooled by such a simple lie.
         

         
         “The theater’s outside of town,” Steven said. “They can just watch here if it’s too much driving.”

         
         “I’d like to do it,” said Lucy.
         

         
         “Can we get candy?” Sophie asked.

         
         “And popcorn,” Caleb said.

         
         She acquiesced—she always did when she felt the need to prove her love to the kids—and told Steven when they’d be back. He
            would usually have texted Astrid, now back in the guesthouse, that they were finished and she could clean up, but the kitchen
            incident had spooked him, and he didn’t trust himself to see her without anyone else around.
         

         
         When he was done tidying up, he scrolled through the Times headlines—pictures of a war his government was sponsoring, the normal (but abnormal) political and environmental paroxysms,
            a profile of a “socks influencer” (he thought he’d misread stocks, but no, it was socks).
         

         
         Some country he was raising his kids in. The Titanic, indeed.
         

         
         He donated part of his stipend to the American Red Cross International Services and played Connections, Wordle, and Spelling Bee. 

         
         This was unhealthy; he should get an early night’s sleep and gear up for a day of serious work. He was still excited by the
            new novel, now titled Big Boy, for which Astrid had continued to provide him incisive notes—so much so that he now felt he couldn’t write it without her.
         

         
         He brushed his teeth, noticed the white eyebrow hair again in the mirror, and plucked it with Lucy’s tweezers, then took off
            his wedding band and replaced it with the sleep-tracking ring from the bedside table.
         

         
         But the sky, just a week after the summer solstice, wasn’t even dark yet. A dip in the hot tub might relax him.

         
         

         The crickets trilled loudly as he soaked and sipped chardonnay (he didn’t like sauvignon blanc). Honeysuckle and pine perfumed
            the air. Purplish clouds were clustering overhead; the forecast called for a storm later in the night. It was surprisingly
            cool here in the evenings, especially considering the New York City heat advisories pinging his phone between alerts about
            a man who’d been pushing people off subway platforms.
         

         
         Those horrors seemed so far from the tranquility of this hot tub behind this extravagant house at the end of this private
            road. All thanks to the extravagant salary of the woman he’d married—which would never have happened had he not published
            a bestselling novel a few months before he met her. That was hitting the jackpot, to nearly everyone.
         

         
         What he was doing was insane. Not just the diner restroom; all of it. He was risking his entire life for a girl he’d known only since March (who had an affinity for his worst-selling novel). His marriage was salvageable. He’d come clean about his previous inability to write, tell Lucy he wanted to repair their relationship, even go to couples therapy if she thought it would help. It would be liberating. She’d be touched by his vulnerability and end her affair; he’d take the higher ground and wouldn’t even let on that he knew about it. Things could be like they’d been before Cruelty of April—better, even, because he’d finally be honest with her.
         

         
         After fifteen minutes the automatic timer turned off the jets. He restarted them and poured his second glass, the chardonnay
            firming up his resolve: He’d bring it up when they were back in Brooklyn.
         

         
         He heard footsteps in the grass behind him. Astrid was walking over in a summer dress the deep red of her fruit soup. He felt
            a twinge of anxiety.
         

         
         “Hello,” she said. “Where are the children?”

         
         “Lucy took them to a movie,” he said.

         
         “When do they come back?”

         
         “About an hour.” If he didn’t say it now, he might never. “Listen, I think we should have a talk about things when we get
            back to Brooklyn.”
         

         
         She didn’t answer. Instead she picked up the bottle of chardonnay and took a slug. Steven didn’t like where this was going.

         
         Then she took off her dress. She was naked underneath.

         
         “What’re you doing?”

         
         “My bikini is wet,” she said.

         
         He looked over at the glass-walled house. “Even if you had it on, this wouldn’t look good.”

         
         “You said they will not be back for an hour.” She stepped inside the hot tub and sat on the bench catty-corner to Steven,
            her breasts just barely underwater. After a moment her foot found its way to his groin.
         

         
         He pushed it away before she could rile him up. “C’mon,” he said. “What’s gotten into you?”

         
         “Sorry—am I touching you?” she asked.

         
         “Very funny. Seriously, we have to talk about all this.”

         
         She stood, making him think she was exiting the tub. But she straddled him instead.

         
         “We will talk when we are back in Brooklyn, like you said. But we are not there yet.”

         
         Beyond wanting to hold to his prior convictions, he was hesitant to have sex here, where his kids would submerge themselves
            the next day in the same water.
         

         
         “You know I can’t do this,” he said.

         
         “Because you are a faithful married man?” She sucked on his ring finger. “Here. I will remove your wedding ring so you do
            not think about it.” She wriggled off his sleep-tracking ring, which he’d left on; in the fading light it passed for his wedding
            band.
         

         
         “Don’t drop it,” he said, though he recalled his brother’s touting its water resistance (why anyone would need a water-resistant
            sleep-tracking ring was another question).
         

         
         She slid it on her middle finger, the only one thick enough for it to stay on. “Now you have given me your ring and made me
            your wife,” she said. “So you do not need to worry.”
         

         
         “We have to stop,” he said. “I’m worried I’ll be weird when Lucy gets home.”

         
         Astrid leaned closer.

         
         “Fuck her,” she whispered in his ear. “She does not deserve you.”

         
         After that remark there was no turning back. Their restroom episode seemed to have flipped a switch in her, and not just carnally.
            Something else was brewing within her, an aggression he’d never seen before. Her fingernails dug into his back and raked the
            skin. After she put her hand on his shoulder at one point to steady herself, he noticed a red streak on her fingers.
         

         
         “Is that blood?” he asked.
         

         
         She leaned over his shoulder. “Yes. I scratched too hard.”

         
         “Fuck,” he said. “What do I say if Lucy sees it?”

         
         “Say you had wild sex with your mistress in the hot tub.” When he didn’t respond, she said, “You returned from a swim without your shirt on and you got scratched.” As if irritated with his dunderheaded question, she added, “Simple is best.” 

         
         “No more scratching, okay?”

         
         She nodded, and they resumed.

         
         “I liked what you did in the bathroom,” she whispered again a minute later. “Next time it will not be your tongue in there.”

         
         That vow nearly brought him to orgasm, which he forestalled with the academic thought that, just as sexual exploration had
            supplanted travel as the marker of worldliness in the twentieth century, the internet had numbingly snuffed out pleasures
            of the flesh, but this—copulation with a Norwegian in a hot tub—conflated the first two forms perfectly, and thank God his
            generation (and, of course, this particular Norwegian) hadn’t been so ruined by technology that the two of them couldn’t see
            how good this was.
         

         
         Then he heard the muffled but unmistakable sounds of car wheels crunching on gravel.

         
         “Get in your house,” he said, pushing her off, instantly lucid and terrified. “Now. Take your dress.”

         
         He remained in the tub, hastily putting his swimsuit on over his erection, as Astrid picked up her dress leisurely. She pulled
            at his ring on her finger, but the water had made it difficult to remove.
         

         
         “Just give it to me later,” he hissed. “Go!”

         
         She retreated into the guesthouse, and Steven tried to pull himself together.

         
         If he didn’t know better, he’d think she wanted to be caught. But she had to know that once Lucy fired her, she’d lose her
            visa and be sent home.
         

         
         And he stood to lose much more. He’d had his fun, but it had to end—for real this time. Once they got back to Brooklyn, he
            would find some graceful way to let her go without upsetting her too much. For him to resist temptation, she had to be in
            Norway.
         

         
         In a few minutes Lucy came outside. Steven was reclining in a position that suggested he’d spent a boring evening alone.

         
         “Hey,” he said. “You’re home early, no?”

         
         “Sophie was scared by the movie. We left halfway.” She sounded beleaguered.

         
         “Scared? Isn’t it about a friendly robot and a dog or something?”

         
         “You know her,” she said. “She gets scared by everything. What’ve you been up to?”

         
         It was dark enough now that he couldn’t read her face for any signs of suspicion.

         
         “Not much,” he said. “Did a little writing. Went for a swim. Now this.”

         
         

         As Steven got ready for bed, Lucy, already in her nightgown, sat at the desk in their room, parrying an onslaught of emails
            while drinking a glass of the sauvignon blanc from dinner. The children were both slumbering peacefully on the baby monitor,
            brought along to assuage Sophie’s sleeping anxieties.
         

         
         She closed her laptop. “I’m not happy with Astrid’s work,” she said.

         
         “How so?” he asked, careful, as ever, not to appear overly interested in the subject of the au pair, even more cautious due
            to what Sophie might or might not have seen earlier—and might or might not have conveyed to her mother.
         

         
         “She’s sloppy. She’s the reason we had that mouse problem at home.” Lucy refilled her glass—a bit sloppily herself, Steven
            observed. (He also thought Astrid was a more meticulous cleaner than Constanza had been.) “I don’t even think she showers
            often. She certainly doesn’t use deodorant. There’s a very unpleasant smell when you’re near her.”
         

         
         “She has—I’m sure she has deodorant.”

         
         “And I think she’s gone through my personal stuff at home.”

         
         “Really? I find that hard to imagine.”

         
         Lucy swiveled in her chair to face him. “Why?”

         
         He’d gone too far in defending her.

         
         “Just . . . it would be so stupid.” He turned away from her and changed into his young writers’ festival shirt. “You actually
            think she’s stealing from you?”
         

         
         “Not stealing. Just rummaging through my things,” she said. “What are those scratches on your back?”
         

         
         By hiding his face from her as they discussed Astrid, he’d exposed his back while changing.

         
         “Oh,” he said. “I went shirtless to the lake. Got scratched in the entrance.”

         
         “How could your back get scratched?”
         

         
         “A bee was buzzing right near me,” he came up with on the spot, “and I jerked away without thinking about it.” He got under
            the sheets before she could examine the marks. “I’ll talk to her about doing a better job cleaning. And, without making any
            accusations, remind her not to touch your stuff.”
         

         
         “Don’t bother.” Lucy unscrewed her bottle of Ativan and chased a pill with wine, apparently ending the discussion.

         
         But then she said, “I want you to fire her when we get home.”

         
         This was exactly what he’d been planning on earlier that night, even underneath his mid-coital ruminations on sex and travel.
            But now that Lucy had decreed it, he knew he’d been deluding himself: He couldn’t let go of her, at least not yet—and his
            marriage was without hope of resuscitation.
         

         
         “You don’t want to give her a chance to change?” he said with faux nonchalance as he picked up the autofiction novel.

         
         “I’ve tried to be nice to her,” said Lucy. “But she’s got this constant air of hostility with me. That’s not going to change.”

         
         “Hmm,” he said, as if rationally weighing all the ramifications. “She’s here on a work visa, you know. She’d have to leave
            the country.”
         

         
         She looked more closely at him. “Why is that our problem?”

         
         “Because we’re her employers. It’s a responsibility. And it’s not really fair to her. Certainly not without giving her enough
            time to line up a new job.”
         

         
         “I think it’s more accurate to say that I’m her employer,” Lucy said. “And I don’t think it’s fair to me that I’m paying for the services of someone who’s disrespectful to me.”
         

         
         “I understand that,” he said. “But it’s not just about her or you. The kids are very attached to her. After Constanza, that
            would be two caretakers who suddenly disappear.”
         

         
         “So you want to keep her because the kids are attached to her,” Lucy said flatly.

         
         “I think it should certainly factor into the decision.”

         
         “How about you?”

         
         “How about me what?”

         
         She got up from the chair and came over to the bed, looming above him. “Are you very attached to her?”
         

         
         He put down his book. “I don’t know what you’re asking.”

         
         “You think I didn’t see you leering at dinner? In her bikini in the hot tub?”

         
         That Lucy had asked him to fire Astrid, despite being the one who paid for her and therefore got to decide whether to keep her, had been a test—and
            one he’d failed.
         

         
         “I certainly don’t recall doing that, but if it appeared that way to you, I imagine it was because I was facing her direction.”

         
         Lucy let out a bitter scoff. “You’re always ‘facing her direction,’” she said, looking almost triumphant, like she’d trapped
            him with his own words. “In those little cutoffs she parades around in.”
         

         
         “I think,” Steven said, “you’ve had too much to drink, and we should revisit this discussion in the morning.”

         
         “Is that so? Because it would kill you if that tight little ass of hers went back to Norway?”

         
         “Lucy,” he said with effortful calm. “Let’s just go to bed.”

         
         She fixed him with another evaluative stare. “Are you fucking her?”

         
         “Jesus Christ,” he said. “No.”
         

         
         Her mouth puckered as she assessed his credibility. “You don’t have to lie, you know. I actually think I’d respect you more
            if you managed to do it.”
         

         
         He was tempted to bring up her own infidelity, but it would look like a tit-for-tat exchange.

         
         “I think we’re through with this conversation,” he said.

         
         “I don’t think we’re through with it.”
         

         
         “Okay,” he said. “I’m not doing it, but would you honestly even care if I was? When’s the last time—”

         
         Before he could finish calling her on her bluff, he heard his daughter say, “Daddy?”

         
         Sophie was standing at the door.

         
         “Yes, baby?” he asked, grateful—for once—for the interruption but worried about how much she’d witnessed.

         
         “I had a nightmare the robot was chasing me,” she said.

         
         “I’m sorry, Soph,” Lucy said, softening, likely also afraid her daughter had seen her at her worst. “I never should’ve taken
            you to see that movie.”
         

         
         “I want to sleep in your bed,” she said.

         
         “I’ve got to wake up very early for a call,” said Lucy. “You think you can make it on your own tonight?”

         
         “I’ll sleep in your bed, Sophie,” Steven said. “That work for everyone?”

         
         Lucy finished off her glass of wine. “Yes,” she said.

         
         He refrained from telling her to go easy on the wine with an Ativan, and just said good night. She didn’t respond.

         
         He took his daughter’s hand and headed down the hall. In the kids’ room near the front of the house, he crawled into Sophie’s bed with her. Caleb dozed on the other twin near them. Once Sophie’s breathing slowed to the rhythms of sleep, he texted Astrid from the Risk app. 

         
         “Lucy just accused us of an affair and wants to fire you when we get home,” he wrote. “She’s drunk. Not sure how she’ll feel
            when sober. But let’s be careful rest of trip, okay?”
         

         
         “Okay,” Astrid replied.

         
         “I’m sleeping in Sophie’s bed,” he added. “Don’t wake kids up in morning here. Might look weird.”

         
         He put away his phone.

         
         “Is Mommy mad at you?” Sophie asked in the darkness.

         
         “No,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about anything like that.”

         
         The room went still again.

         
         “I’m afraid I’ll have the nightmare,” she said.

         
         “I’ll be here all night,” he said. “You’re safe. Nothing bad can happen.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         It was a rough night with Sophie. When she wasn’t kicking and scratching him with her sharp toenails, Steven was worrying
            about his conversation with Lucy—and dreading the next one they’d have. Then Sophie had required an hour of soothing to fall
            back asleep after a violent thunderstorm, its booms like artillery shells, woke her around three in the morning.
         

         
         Still, it was better than sharing a bed with his enraged, suspicious wife.

         
         He stumbled out of Sophie’s twisted sheets at nine in the morning. Lucy had left her wineglass in their room. After showering,
            he brought it into the kitchen, where both kids were eating breakfast under Astrid’s supervision. The door to Lucy’s office
            was closed.
         

         
         “Good morning, Astrid,” he said. “How’d you sleep?”

         
         “Very well,” she said. “And you?”

         
         “This one”—he kissed Sophie’s head—“tortured me. I had to sleep in her bed after a nightmare. We’ve got to clip your toenails,
            baby. You’ve got ten little daggers.”
         

         
         “I found a ring on a table,” Astrid said. “Is it yours?” She produced the sleep-tracking ring and handed it to him.

         
         “Yes, it’s mine,” he said. “Thank you.”

         
         Steven nursed his overnight oats and coffee. He would cosign the idea of letting Astrid go, to allay Lucy’s suspicions and hope she backed down in the sober light of day. If not, he’d lined up a lie that would buy him some time: Clients who let their au pairs go within the first four months were barred from using the agency’s services again for two months, as a precaution against people rapidly sending back their employees like unwanted online purchases. It was dubious, but Lucy was too busy to investigate the fine print, and Astrid had a shot at finding another job in New York within a month. If she did, he’d figure out a way to keep it going, paying for cheap hotels with cash or some other unsavory workaround. That might be better, really. Less chance of getting busted. If she had to go to another city altogether, he’d contrive reasons to skip town once in a while. He was far from the first person to carry on like this. 

         
         He finished the autofiction novel (the protagonist won the chapbook contest but elected not to publish his poem, choosing
            a life of “silence, exile, and cunning”) and started in on a galley of the upcoming fall’s most-anticipated debut novel, which
            he’d wangled through a publicist acquaintance, one of the few who still replied to his emails. He might’ve been too jealous
            to read it otherwise, but was curious to see why the industry had responded with such ardor. The sentences were lacquered
            to a brilliant gloss, the narrative already intricately braided after a few chapters, but it felt like every psychological
            insight had been endorsed by a therapist. There was no real exposure, as Astrid had put it about his gold-rush book, of the
            author’s shadows.
         

         
         Maybe he’d just lost his taste for contemporary fiction. He could see all the moves coming in advance, read the prose flourishes
            like poker tells. He couldn’t remember the last time a book’s ending had truly surprised him, let alone moved him.
         

         
         It was the first of July, and Lucy hadn’t sent him his stipend yet. She never forgot—never even let it slide until noon. She
            was teaching him a lesson, showing him what it was like without her around to bankroll him, to be the person who made a vacation
            like this, everything in their lives, possible.
         

         
         He knocked on her office door before lunch to have their talk. She didn’t answer. He opened it slowly in case she was on a
            video call.
         

         
         She wasn’t there. Nor was she in their bedroom or any of the other rooms.

         
         His calls went straight to her voicemail. Their car was in the driveway.

         
         “Have you seen Lucy?” he asked as Astrid prepared egg salad sandwiches for the kids. “She’s not in the house, her phone’s
            off, and the car’s here. She wouldn’t be hiking, so I’m not sure where else she would’ve gone.”
         

         
         Astrid looked around, then spoke quietly; the kids were nearby, and Lucy, wherever she was, still might walk in any minute.
            “She talked to me last night. After you texted me.”
         

         
         “What? Where?”

         
         “She came to my door.”

         
         Steven lowered his voice even more. “Did she mention . . .”

         
         Astrid shook her head.

         
         “Then what was it about?”

         
         “She said I have ‘attitude,’” Astrid told him. “And she criticized my cleaning and cooking.”

         
         Steven was relieved; maybe she’d just needed to vent a little. “How did it end?”

         
         “She asked me to leave so she could use the hot tub in private.”

         
         “The hot tub? That late?” It was hard to picture Lucy getting into it at that hour. Then again, she was drunk and in an impetuous
            mood.
         

         
         Astrid nodded as she carefully cut the crusts off the sandwiches. “Perhaps she went to the lake?”

         
         Lucy could conceivably have slipped out unnoticed at some point in the morning. Despite her lack of interest in swimming and
            a swimsuit, it was a hot, humid day, and it wasn’t out of the question for her to cool off with a dip during a break. Maybe
            she was embarrassed by her performance last night and wanted to avoid him, too.
         

         
         He went into the woods, swatting away pockets of mosquitoes.

         
         There was no sign of life at the lake besides a duck carving slow ripples across the surface.

         
         He retraced his steps through the woods. He was about to go back in the house and look in the unused bathrooms when, forty
            feet away, on the stone platform behind the hot tub—out of view unless you emerged from the passageway at the right angle—a
            piece of fabric caught his eye.
         

         
         It wasn’t a towel. He drew near.

         
         Lucy’s nightgown. Her phone was on the ledge.

         
         The nightgown was still damp from the thunderstorm. The phone was dead.

         
         So she really had gone in that late at night, while drunk and angry. That wasn’t so out of character; without a Brooklyn block
            to walk around, she’d cooled her temper in heated water.
         

         
         She might leave behind the nightgown. But not the phone.

         
         He called out her name, in case she was changing in the nearby woods. The only sounds were a hot breeze rustling the foliage
            and a woodpecker hammering away relentlessly.
         

         
         A vague but distinctly unpleasant feeling took root in his stomach.

         
         He shouted her name again.

         
         The woodpecker kept pounding.

         
         Only then did he notice, in just her underwear, Lucy’s pale, submerged body.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         In shock, Steven hauled Lucy’s head above the water and tried to revive her with his faint memories of high school CPR, begging
            her to wake up, numb to clues she’d been there overnight, namely her iron-stiff limbs.
         

         
         He hoisted her out of the water and laid her body on the platform out of sight of the house. Her phone wouldn’t turn on, either
            from a dead battery or water damage. He’d left his phone behind in his room. He sprinted inside and called 911.
         

         
         He found Astrid reading to the kids in their room and asked to speak with her in private.

         
         “There’s been an accident with Lucy in the hot tub,” he said quietly in the hallway.

         
         Her forehead furrowed. “Is she okay?”

         
         He shook his head.

         
         Astrid looked horrified. “You mean she . . .”

         
         He nodded. “I called for an ambulance,” he said. “The kids can’t see this. Take them away somewhere. I may need the car, so
            you can’t go to town.”
         

         
         She was still distraught.

         
         “Did you hear me?” he asked.

         
         She nodded soberly and took a deep breath. “Where should we go? The lake?”

         
         “Yes,” he said. “Stay there awhile. But I have to cover her—give me a minute first.”

         
         Steven grabbed a blanket from his bed and rushed back out. He covered Lucy’s body and pulled her farther out of view of the passageway to the woods. 

         
         He raced back to the house, found the kids’ swimsuits and Caleb’s floaties, and told them to go swimming with Astrid.

         
         “I don’t want to swim,” Caleb said.

         
         “Now!” Steven said, grabbing both children by the arms and ushering them out the door so forcefully that they didn’t have
            time to protest or cry. Astrid trailed them, and he handed them off at the passageway.
         

         
         “What’s that?” Sophie asked, seeing the foot end of Lucy’s blanketed figure behind the hot tub.

         
         “Nothing,” Steven said.

         
         “Come, children,” Astrid said, spreading her arms around them and prodding them through the passageway. She yelped; in her
            haste to get them out, she’d scraped herself on the briars.
         

         
         Steven returned to Lucy’s body and sat on the platform, waiting for the ambulance. His face was wet, but it wasn’t tears—just
            sweat from the exertion of the past few minutes.
         

         
         Up until a few months before, he’d never seen a dead body in his life, and now he’d been the one to discover two of them.
            He slowly peeled back the blanket from Lucy’s face. After his earlier attempts to save her, he was afraid to look directly
            at the indisputable fact of death.
         

         
         Her mouth was agape, nearly grinning, in a rictus.

         
         A sudden recollection: not of their own wedding, but one they’d gone to before they were married, where “Runaround Sue” was
            playing and he’d executed deliberately spastic dance moves to the doo-wop rhythms, making her laugh so hard with his exaggerated,
            perfectly timed routine that she said her sides actually hurt, the kind of unplanned moment that he instantly knew would become
            the sort of memory he’d think of, decades later, as when he’d been in the prime of life.
         

         
         It wasn’t even a decade later.

         
         Suddenly he was bawling. It was beginning to set in. He’d brought up the death of the mother in Lolita, and then Lucy had died. He’d somehow willed the accident into being by saying it aloud, flippantly suggesting it was what
            he’d wanted, and now that it had happened, it was the worst thing he could imagine.
         

         
         Sophie and Caleb. He’d done this to them, too.

         
         He replaced the blanket over Lucy’s face.

         
         And then, through his tears and guilt, a terrible thought he couldn’t suppress, one he’d never share with anyone:

         
         As with Humbert Humbert, this had solved all his problems.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Three

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 21

         
         Within an hour the area was sealed off with police tape. Officers had begun photographing the scene, draining the hot tub,
            and collecting relevant items into paper bags; among them was the bottle of sauvignon blanc from dinner, found sunk inside
            the tub. Lucy’s body was delivered to the morgue. Astrid managed to keep the kids occupied at the lake.
         

         
         Steven informed Lucy’s assistant. He didn’t have it in him to tell her parents or anyone else yet, and he was too busy dealing
            with the police to make those kinds of calls.
         

         
         Detective Hostetler, whose bristly mustache gave him an authoritative decade on Steven though they seemed about the same age,
            told him that the family would have to vacate the house early so they could conduct a search. He and Astrid could take any
            necessities before they departed and arrange for the rest of their belongings later. Steven was planning to leave anyway,
            to get the kids back to safe, familiar territory, but he was confused by the mandate, which hadn’t happened with Constanza’s
            death.
         

         
         “A search?” he asked. “Why?”

         
         “We pretty much always do in situations like this,” Hostetler said.

         
         Near catatonic on an armchair in the living room, Steven recounted what he knew and assumed had happened. Lucy had been drinking wine—he wasn’t sure how much—and taken an Ativan. He’d left their bedroom around ten o’clock to sleep in their daughter’s bed after she’d woken from a nightmare. Lucy had knocked on Astrid’s door to address her housework, then disrobed and used the hot tub. He suspected that she’d slipped, intoxicated, on the slick part of the tub that he nearly fell on every time himself, and went under, knocking herself out on the stone bench or edge. 

         
         “And your wife didn’t mention she was going to use the hot tub before you left the bedroom?” Hostetler asked.

         
         “No, she didn’t,” Steven said.

         
         “What did you expect her to do afterward?”

         
         “I assumed she’d be going to sleep, since she had an early work call in the morning.”

         
         “Had she used the hot tub before last night?”

         
         “No. She was working crazy hours on this business deal in France and didn’t have much free time,” he said. “She actually forgot
            to pack a bathing suit. That’s why she was in her underwear.”
         

         
         “And she didn’t say she was going to speak to the babysitter?”

         
         “Not explicitly. She just complained about her to me. But clearly she decided to do so, after a few drinks. My guess is the
            wine had something to do with using the hot tub, too.”
         

         
         The police had taken Lucy’s phone, as a matter of procedure; it was indeed dead, presumably from the rain, but they might
            be able to revive it. They also asked for her laptop and any devices she or the other adults in the house might have used,
            including the baby monitor (which always recorded the previous forty-eight hours).
         

         
         “The owners didn’t leave any of their own devices here, did they?” Hostetler asked. The owners of the house were traveling
            abroad and no one could reach them yet.
         

         
         “Not that I’ve seen. Why?”

         
         “In case they’re hooked up to the door cameras.”

         
         “There aren’t any door cameras,” Steven said. “Not even any doorbell cameras.”

         
         “They’re in the peepholes,” the detective said. “High-tech. Civilians wouldn’t notice them. Front door of the main house and guesthouse.” 

         
         Steven nodded but grew anxious; the police might be able to see what he and Astrid had done earlier in the hot tub.

         
         No—the guesthouse door faced a different direction. And they wouldn’t really care, anyway.

         
         Hostetler said he’d need a statement from Astrid, and that he’d get their phones back to them as soon as possible.

         
         “Can I go tell her at the lake, so I can stay with the kids there?” Steven asked.

         
         “Better to call her and have her come here,” Hostetler said.

         
         As another officer consulted with the detective, Steven called and told Astrid to return. Then a thought occurred to him.

         
         “Delete the Risk game from your phone first,” he said quietly.

         
         He did the same on his, right after they hung up, erasing with it the ranking he’d worked two years for.

         
         

         Sophie and Caleb had a million questions about the presence of police and yellow tape. Steven told them there was a gas leak
            and herded them into their room to watch videos. As Astrid answered questions outside, his kids stretched out on Sophie’s
            bed in hysterics over a cartoon.
         

         
         Their final hours of innocence. So far Sophie hadn’t connected what she’d seen in the hot tub to the police activity outside.
            He would soon have to take on the unfathomable job of conveying what had happened to their mother.
         

         
         When Astrid was done, Hostetler spoke to Steven privately.

         
         “The scratches on the babysitter’s arms—are those new?” he asked.

         
         The detective’s question carried an insinuation.

         
         Whatever he was conjecturing, it was impossible.

         
         Steven confirmed that he’d seen the scratches happen. “It was my fault,” he explained. “I rushed them out to the lake so they wouldn’t see Lucy’s body, and she got scratched up. It’s a narrow entrance with thorns all around. It’s happened to me, too.” 

         
         Hostetler seemed satisfied and said he’d be in touch in a day or two with preliminary autopsy results and to return their
            devices.
         

         
         Steven didn’t want to have the talk with the children there, while police were still inspecting the place. He told them that
            Lucy had had to leave suddenly on a business trip, as had happened many times before.
         

         
         Astrid packed the children’s bags and her own, and he handled his and Lucy’s. It felt pointless to bring her clothing back
            but blasphemous not to.
         

         
         Then the family headed home with one fewer member than on the way up.

         
         

         Without his phone to play music, he turned on the radio the whole trip and didn’t speak. Under the oppressive weight of what
            had happened and the anxiety over telling the kids, the same thought that had surfaced by the hot tub kept intruding: He and
            Astrid could now be together.
         

         
         Once they were settled back in Brooklyn, he asked Astrid to step out while he spoke to the children.

         
         He should consult first with someone, an expert, on how to handle this. But he wasn’t sure what he himself felt. There was
            no textbook guidance for these particular circumstances.
         

         
         Steven summoned the kids and dropped to his knees to hug both of them. He tried unsuccessfully to remember what Lucy had said
            after Constanza’s death.
         

         
         “Something . . .” he said, and for the second time that day, though he tried to stay strong, he broke down and cried, this
            time for them.
         

         
         “Something terrible has happened to Mom,” he managed to get out, starting with the passive voice because anything else would
            be unbearable.
         

         
         

         Both children melted down at once, a keening like nothing he’d ever heard from either of them. Caleb buried his face in Steven’s chest. Sophie disentangled herself from his arms. 

         
         “Who will take care of us?” she cried.

         
         “I will,” Steven said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

         
         “But we won’t have a mom,” she said.

         
         Now wasn’t the time to mention Astrid’s unimpeded succession to the role.

         
         “It’s okay to be sad,” he said. “I promise it’ll get better someday.”

         
         Even as he believed this to be true, he also knew that there was no real balm for something like this, the kind of tragedy
            that cleaved their lives in two and would traumatize them further with its horrific abruptness. Their cries would cease eventually,
            but only in sound.
         

         
         

         The next day, as the kids watched TV, subdued by grief and junk food he’d otherwise never let them eat, Steven made several
            difficult calls on the landline to Lucy’s parents and friends, along with his father, brother, and Brian—difficult for all
            the usual reasons and for others he could never divulge to them.
         

         
         In the middle of breaking the news to Lucy’s best friend, Amanda, he switched to an incoming call from the police department.
            Detective Hostetler told him that he and Astrid could return to pick up their devices and review the autopsy.
         

         
         “Can I get Astrid’s phone and laptop myself?” Steven asked.

         
         “We require that the owner of each device be the one to retrieve it,” said the detective. “Sorry, I know it’s a hassle.”

         
         “Well, can she come a different day from me? To make childcare easier?”

         
         “It’s standard protocol to have all parties here at once,” Hostetler told him. “Sorry again.”

         
         Steven called Amanda back and apologized for the interruption, explaining who had called and why.

         
         “I guess I should ask our upstairs neighbors now if they can watch the kids when we go,” he said, trying to end the call.

         
         Amanda, who had sobbed nonstop on the first call, was still distraught but a little more poised.

         
         “We?” she asked.

         
         “Astrid and I.”

         
         “Why does the au pair have to go with you?”

         
         Steven described the police protocol.

         
         “Oh,” said Amanda. There was a pause. “Well, I’ll let you go.”

         
         It had sounded reasonable to Steven earlier, but after he hung up and made childcare arrangements with the neighbors, something
            about the detective’s casual tone and multiple apologies, paired with Amanda’s question, put him on edge.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 22

         
         The town’s police department was in a modest building on Main Street between a pizzeria and a pharmacy whose vintage storefront
            called itself an apothecary. Hostetler met them at the front desk and thanked them for making the drive.
         

         
         “Ms. Ødegaard, you can come with me to get your electronics first,” he said.

         
         He led her away. Steven thought it would take only a few minutes, but it soon became clear it would be longer than that. He
            reached instinctively for his phone to play Risk—he hadn’t touched the game since starting Big Boy—but remembered that not only was his device in police custody, but he’d also deleted the app.
         

         
         They were taking a long time in there.

         
         Perhaps an hour later, Hostetler came out, apologized for the delay, and told him his phone and laptop were ready.

         
         “Where’s Astrid?” Steven asked.

         
         “She’ll be out soon,” he said.

         
         Steven was brought into a small room with a perforated grate over a single window, a table, and four chairs. As he signed a property release form, a petite woman carrying her own laptop entered and introduced herself as Detective Miller. She also looked about his age. Strange to think they’d all graduated high school at roughly the same time, and now here they were three decades later, two of them small-town detectives who probably spent most of their time investigating off-season country-house burglaries, one a failed Brooklyn novelist whose wife had just drowned as he carried on an affair with the Norwegian babysitter. 

         
         After Steven received his devices, Hostetler told him that the preliminary autopsy had determined that Lucy’s cause of death
            was, as expected, asphyxiation due to drowning. It also revealed a bruise and slight swelling near the base of her skull,
            sustained before death, consistent with Steven’s hypothesis that she had accidentally slipped in the hot tub and banged her
            head on the stone edge or the bench underwater. The full medical exam and toxicology report would take a month or two to establish
            how much alcohol and Ativan had been present in her system.
         

         
         The time of death was estimated imprecisely at between ten p.m. and three a.m., based mostly on the time-stamped baby monitor
            footage of Steven’s arrival in Sophie’s room and Astrid’s estimation of when Lucy had knocked on her door, as well as on the
            start of the thunderstorm, when it would have been unlikely for Lucy to use the hot tub. Steven’s story about sleeping with
            Sophie the entire night was also backed up by the baby monitor video.
         

         
         Steven thanked them for the update and stood, but the detectives didn’t.

         
         “You mind if we ask you a few routine follow-ups we didn’t get around to the other day?” Hostetler asked. “It won’t take long.
            And if you’ve got to take off early because of the kids, feel free to go.”
         

         
         “That’s all right,” Steven said, sitting back down. “I’ve arranged for friends to watch them.”

         
         “Appreciate it,” said Hostetler. “Now, you’re the primary beneficiary of your wife’s estate, right?”

         
         “Yes. We wrote our wills after our first child was born.”

         
         The detective asked what would have happened financially in a potential divorce, and Steven described their prenup. “And what’s
            your income, if you don’t mind my asking?” Hostetler asked.
         

         
         “It was pretty high for a while, but it’s been low the last couple of years,” he said.

         
         “Why’s that?”

         
         “I guess the short answer is because I write what’s called literary fiction.” He was always sheepish admitting to that precious
            term with laymen, and only under these extenuating circumstances would he use it with blue-collar types like the two detectives.
            “About ordinary life. Not the stuff of surefire bestsellers.”
         

         
         “We could give you a ton of ideas for a crime novel,” Hostetler said. “Those do well, right?”

         
         “And you’ve got a good name for it,” his partner said. “Maybe you could change it to Steve. Steve Hammer—that sounds like
            a crime writer. They’ve always got a name like Steve or Jack.”
         

         
         “Jackhammer?” Hostetler said as both detectives chuckled. “Maybe not that.”

         
         “Believe me, if I could, I’d write one of those books with blocky titles and glossy covers,” Steven said, their banter putting
            him at ease. “But I don’t understand your world at all. I wouldn’t know the first thing about writing a novel set in it.”
         

         
         “It’s not as complicated as you’d think—mostly just stuff like this, dealing with red tape, asking simple questions.” Hostetler
            paused. “This next question’s not so simple, and I’m sorry to have to ask you, Mr. Hammer. But did you have reason to believe
            Lucy was ever unfaithful to you?”
         

         
         The detective’s tone was no longer lighthearted. Miller’s fingertips were poised over her keyboard. The sunny local weather
            had quickly turned.
         

         
         These weren’t just “a few routine follow-ups.” They were in a private room. A wall-mounted camera in the corner had a red
            light on, its unblinking cyclopean eye staring at Steven.
         

         
         This was an interrogation. Which meant the hour they’d just spent with Astrid had also been one.

         
         Neither he nor Astrid had done anything wrong, though. Certainly nothing illegal.

         
         “No,” he said. “Is there something I should know?”

         
         Even if they hadn’t resurrected Lucy’s phone, who knew what her laptop and the cloud had given them? Probably everything, including the texts he’d seen, and others, too. To acknowledge that he knew about her affair would implicate him, assigning the cuckolded husband a motive. And he couldn’t very well say that he’d been aware of it but indifferent. 

         
         “We’re just asking,” Miller said. “How about you? Did you ever stray from your marriage?”

         
         “No,” he answered again.

         
         “Never? Not even once?”

         
         He wasn’t under oath, but lying to the police was a crime—he knew that much about their world. Had Astrid confessed to their
            affair during her interrogation? Or did they merely suspect it, owing to her beauty, and were trying to trick him into revealing
            it? Surely lying about this couldn’t be held against him; no one liked admitting to their infidelity.
         

         
         He shook his head, tight-jawed.

         
         Hostetler pointed to Steven’s phone.

         
         “We saw both you and Ms. Ødegaard recently deleted the same app off your phones,” he said. “We were able to recover them.
            Would you like to revise your statement?”
         

         
         He could sense an internal shift, his organs understanding that circumstances had irrevocably changed. He was in over his
            head; he hadn’t known that the police had the ability to see that they’d deleted the app, let alone recover its messages.
            Now was the time to lawyer up and stop talking.
         

         
         But a guilty person asked for a lawyer, and he wasn’t guilty of anything besides infidelity.

         
         “I’m sure you can understand I didn’t want that coming out,” he said. “Especially not now.”

         
         “Hey, affairs happen,” Miller said. “It’s not a crime.”

         
         Steven nodded, and in the silence that followed, he hoped that the detectives were dropping the subject. But Hostetler spoke
            again.
         

         
         “There was one thing we wanted to ask you about,” he said. “The word ‘impediment’ comes up a lot, from both of you. What does that refer to?” 

         
         It was obvious what it meant. He couldn’t lie.

         
         “It was a dumb little nickname we had for Lucy,” he said. “It was just referring to the fact that we couldn’t be, you know . . .
            together while she was in the house with us.”
         

         
         “‘Impediment’ is a strange word for that, no?”

         
         “Astrid came up with it,” he said. “She has a somewhat formal way with English, like a lot of foreigners.”

         
         The detectives looked at each other.

         
         Steven’s pulse throbbed so hard in his neck, it might have been visible. He shouldn’t have said that Astrid had coined the
            nickname.
         

         
         “Was Ms. Ødegaard aware of your income and the nature of your prenup?” Miller asked.

         
         “She was,” he said. “But I see where you’re going with this, and it’s absurd. Lucy’s death was an accident. There’s no doubt
            about it.”
         

         
         “Mr. Hammer, I apologize again, but we have to ask these questions. Did you ever discuss with Ms. Ødegaard your intentions
            for your future together?”
         

         
         He shrugged. “We talked about it once.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “She was content to enjoy our current arrangement for what it was, same as me.”

         
         “Your texts to each other look a lot more intense than two people just enjoying it for what it was,” Miller said.

         
         Steven reddened, thinking of the detectives poring over his messages, ridiculing his uninhibited sentiments, his paeans to
            her beauty, his clunky middle-aged attempts at sexting. He saw himself as they must have seen him: a lecherous forty-five-year-old
            professing his lust and love to a babysitter close to half his age as his wife slept next to him.
         

         
         Then more than embarrassment: fear over the ammunition the texts would give the detectives. But to flatly deny what they’d both felt would look like he was covering up something. 

         
         “Certain emotions were there,” he allowed.

         
         “What sort of emotions?” Miller asked. “Would you say love?”

         
         “I don’t know,” he said—though he did, because if what he felt for Astrid wasn’t love, then he wasn’t capable of it. “It’s
            easy to get swept up in the feelings of an illicit liaison, due to its clandestine nature.”
         

         
         As soon as the words came out, he regretted them. He’d answered as if in an author interview, opining pompously, thinking
            the cerebral approach could downplay his explosive desire. Yet his ten-cent words had only made it seem likelier that Lucy’s
            death wasn’t an accident, but the result of a crime of passion.
         

         
         

         On the way home, he asked Astrid if she’d told them about their affair.

         
         “Yes,” she said.

         
         “After they showed you they recovered the game from our phones?”

         
         “They did?”

         
         “They didn’t show you?” he asked. “That’s how they knew. They could see our texts on it.”
         

         
         “They only asked me if we had a sexual relationship,” she said. “I did not want to lie to the police. So I told them everything.”

         
         “You told them everything?” The engine roared; he’d stomped on the gas without realizing it. “Like what?”
         

         
         “Approximately when we began to have sex,” she said.

         
         “What else?”

         
         She thought about it. “That we had sex in the hot tub that night.”

         
         “Jesus, Astrid,” he said. “You didn’t have to tell them all that.”

         
         “Why not? It is not illegal. And if they were asking me about it, I believed that meant they knew about it already.”

         
         “If they have any reason to think it’s not an accident, now they’ve got a strong motive,” he explained. “For either of us. Both of us. Do you not understand that?”
         

         
         She looked hurt. He’d never taken this tone with her.

         
         “I’m sorry,” Steven said. “You were just trying to be honest with them. But if you told them that we wanted to be together,
            but it wasn’t possible because I’d lose custody in a divorce and have no money, it’s very bad optics.”
         

         
         “Optics?”

         
         “It looks bad. It looks like . . .”

         
         “Like we wanted her to die?” she asked.

         
         “No,” he said, trying to short-circuit that line of conversation. “But you still don’t want to give them any reason to suspect
            you. Or me.”
         

         
         “I did not say that we wanted to be together but could not,” she said. “I said we had sex with each other and sometimes we
            expressed romantic affection, but that we both understood it would have to end sometime in the future.”
         

         
         His heart rate slowed. “Did they seem to believe you?”

         
         “Yes,” she said. “Because it is the truth. We have discussed it.”

         
         “Okay, good,” he said. “I guess you did the right thing.”

         
         He was reassured. She was the kind of girl who didn’t want to lie to the cops, who was forthcoming about nearly everything,
            whose unaffected demeanor would convince them that she’d had nothing to do with Lucy’s death.
         

         
         But she’d also predicted that they probably knew about their relationship, so she’d answered truthfully. He hadn’t, and he
            was now at risk of being accused of interfering with an investigation. Lying about an affair surely couldn’t land him in prison.
            But still—very bad optics.
         

         
         For all her ingenuousness, Astrid knew how to handle the police better than he did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 23

         
         Detective Hostetler called a couple of days later to ask if Steven and Astrid would come back to answer a few more questions.

         
         Steven knocked on the door of the upstairs neighbors—fellow parents in Sophie’s class—who’d helped out with the kids the first
            time, and asked if they would mind doing so again.
         

         
         “Of course,” said Genevieve, who had some position in tech he’d never really understood. “Don’t hesitate to ask for anything.”

         
         “We’re here for you, buddy,” said Nolan, who also worked in tech—the same job, maybe? “You’re gonna get through this.”

         
         

         The following day at the station, the detectives again spoke with Astrid first. Steven had debated bringing a lawyer, after
            the detectives’ leading questions from last time. But he stuck with his belief that only guilty people demand a lawyer, and
            he’d directed Astrid to answer any questions honestly.
         

         
         Once more, he had no chance to ask her what she’d told them in her forty-five-minute session before he went in. There were
            no chummy preliminaries from the detectives this time, aside from offering again to let Steven leave early if he had to deal
            with the children.
         

         
         “I know this is a difficult question to answer,” Hostetler said. “But do you think it’s possible that Ms. Ødegaard could have
            had something to do with your wife’s death?”
         

         
         “Absolutely not,” said Steven.

         
         “Not even in self-defense? A few glasses of wine in your wife, you can’t see angry words or a threat to fire her turning into something more?” 

         
         “Neither of them would be capable of that. They’re not two women on a reality show. And Astrid is a very calm, composed person.
            She wouldn’t suddenly snap like that, even if it got heated.”
         

         
         “What if it was premeditated?”

         
         “Premeditated?” Steven asked. “Lucy came to Astrid’s door unannounced. How could she have planned for that? If Astrid had knocked on Lucy’s, maybe you’d have something to work with.”
         

         
         At times he thought he would’ve made a good lawyer. But then Hostetler nodded at Miller, and Steven had the feeling that they’d
            settled on a rationale for their hypothesis.
         

         
         “Ms. Ødegaard placed a call to your wife eleven minutes after your last text to her that night, at 10:14 p.m.,” Hostetler
            said.
         

         
         Astrid hadn’t mentioned this.

         
         “The call only lasted a few seconds,” Hostetler went on. “She said it must’ve been an accident.”

         
         “So she butt-dialed her,” Steven said.

         
         “We also found several return calls from Lucy a minute later. Ms. Ødegaard’s phone was off or on airplane mode, because the
            calls didn’t connect.”
         

         
         “She was going to sleep,” he said. “She probably butt-dialed right before turning it off.”

         
         “It’s possible,” said Hostetler. “It’s also possible that, after you texted Ms. Ødegaard that your wife was drunk and suspicious
            of you two having an affair and that you were sleeping in the kids’ room, she waited eleven minutes and intentionally called
            her but hung up immediately. Then she turned her phone off, knowing your wife would be very curious about a late-night call
            from the nanny she’d just accused you of sleeping with, and call her back. And when she didn’t pick up, she figured your wife
            might come out and confront her in person. Near the hot tub.”
         

         
         Steven took a moment to digest their theory, and to adjust to the hard-sell approach of the detectives in laying out the sequence of events so bluntly. This was far more combative than last time, when they were mostly feeling him out. Now they were hoping he would buckle under the pressure of their argument by turning on Astrid to assist their case. 

         
         He wasn’t going to betray her.

         
         “If she’s the criminal mastermind you’re making her out to be, it would be pretty stupid to call the woman she was just about
            to murder,” he said.
         

         
         “Sometimes guilty people do things that only innocent people would do, for that very reason,” Miller said.

         
         “So there’s no winning. She does something guilty, she looks guilty. Does something innocent, still looks guilty,” Steven
            said. “Also, you said yourself that people wouldn’t notice the peephole camera, right? She wouldn’t have had any idea she
            was on video with Lucy. If she did what you’re saying, she could’ve kept quiet about the whole thing. But she told me—and
            you—about their conversation right away. That’s not what someone who thought they got away with murder does.”
         

         
         Hostetler unzipped a canvas bag on the floor and removed a plastic evidence bag containing a binder labeled house information. It had been on a table near the front door of the rental. Steven had skimmed the first page upon arrival to find the WiFi
            password but, daunted by the dozen or so pages after it, hadn’t reopened it.
         

         
         “On page four,” Hostetler said, looking at his laptop, “it reads, ‘The front door and guesthouse door have peephole cameras.
            Please do not obscure these at any point.’ If Ms. Ødegaard read this, she knew about them.”
         

         
         “Okay, say she knew,” said Steven. “She lures Lucy out to where they’d be filmed. Does that sound like a good plan to you?
            Or is that something a guilty person does to look innocent? How does she even get her into the hot tub? She climbs out a back
            window once Lucy’s inside?”
         

         
         Miller nodded at Hostetler.

         
         “We reached the owners of the house and reviewed the peephole camera footage,” Hostetler said. “There’s no activity at the
            front door of the main house. But we were able to see the encounter between your wife and Ms. Ødegaard.”
         

         
         He positioned his laptop so all three of them could see the screen and played a video with no audio. It was a fisheye-lens
            night-vision view from the guesthouse door, time-stamped at 10:21 p.m. Lucy approached, holding the bottle of wine by the
            neck (it was too dark to see how much was left in it), rang the bell, then rapped impatiently on the door.
         

         
         When it opened, Astrid stepped outside and closed the door behind her, probably to keep out insects. She was wearing a T-shirt
            she often slept in and a pair of athletic shorts. As Lucy addressed her in what appeared to be an assertive fashion for about
            a minute, Astrid’s hands went behind her back, clasped in a submissive pose. It looked, from the rear view, as if she was
            responding minimally, if at all.
         

         
         Then Astrid walked out of view of the camera, and Lucy followed.

         
         She hadn’t mentioned this part of their conversation to him.

         
         “Seven minutes later, Ms. Ødegaard returned to the guesthouse alone,” Hostetler said, skipping to the next clip that showed
            Astrid casually reentering her house at 10:29.
         

         
         Steven looked out through the small holes in the grated window. He hadn’t been enjoying any of this, but he suddenly wished
            even more fiercely that he were outside, in the July sunshine, far away from this claustrophobic, fluorescent-lit room.
         

         
         “I don’t see what the big deal is,” he said. “Astrid told us about this conversation.”

         
         “She did,” Hostetler said. “But not walking away from the door in the direction of the hot tub. When we asked her, she said
            she walked a few feet away from the main house because she was afraid the noise would wake the kids while they talked.”
         

         
         “Well, there you go,” Steven said. “And if she knew about the peephole camera and was planning to do what you’re alleging, she could’ve just left the door cracked open so it wouldn’t be on her at all.” 

         
         “That would look even more suspicious,” said Hostetler. “And with the light on inside, she’s got a bright open doorway behind
            her. If you were up, you’d have a clear view through the glass wall.”
         

         
         Steven tried to laugh off the detective’s rebuttal, but it was mirthless scorn. They had an answer for everything. Except
            one thing: They didn’t know Astrid the way he did.
         

         
         “Don’t you assess people’s characters before you start throwing around wild accusations?” he asked. “You think that girl out
            there is a cold-blooded murderer who’d drown another woman and plot to make it look like an accident?”
         

         
         “We assess the facts and evidence first, then the character,” Hostetler said. “And we’re required to look closely at the last
            person to see someone alive, with video documentation of their encounter, especially when there are seven minutes unaccounted
            for.”
         

         
         Steven shook his head again in disbelief. But his own use of the phrase “cold-blooded murderer” reminded him, briefly, of
            how she’d bludgeoned that mouse in their kitchen with utter sangfroid.
         

         
         

         The interview ended soon after that, with the detectives saying they’d be in touch if anything else came up, or when the medical
            examination was completed later in the summer.
         

         
         Steven and Astrid got in the car to drive back.

         
         For a moment, when the doors shut and they were alone, he had a strange feeling.

         
         But so what about the phone call, the peephole footage, her walking away from the door—she couldn’t have done it. Morbid crimes
            didn’t happen to people like him and Lucy. Morbid accidents sometimes did.
         

         
         Some self-preservation lay behind that certainty. If Astrid had done it, then he might be implicated. Or at least partly to blame, because it was the kind of thing mistresses, historically, did. 

         
         Except Astrid couldn’t scheme, execute, and conceal a murder. She was an orphaned aspiring writer from Norway who, once her
            dream didn’t pan out, would probably become a kindergarten teacher. He himself couldn’t even conceive of how to orchestrate
            anything like what the police were alleging. No one he knew could, either. You didn’t suddenly go from being a nonviolent
            nanny to a bloodthirsty criminal.
         

         
         But the future kindergarten teacher had also called Lucy an impediment while stroking his cock, just hours before the impediment’s
            death.
         

         
         He waited until they were on the parkway to ask Astrid about her interrogation.

         
         “Detective Hostetler was not as friendly this time,” she said. “Detective Miller was more friendly.”

         
         “That’s just how they do things,” he said. “Good cop, bad cop.”

         
         “Good cop, bad cop?”

         
         “One is nice, so the suspect feels comfortable with them, and the other’s mean, so they’re intimidated and maybe end up confessing
            to the good cop.”
         

         
         “They think I am a suspect?” Astrid asked.
         

         
         “No,” he said, regretting his language. “They’re just required to treat whoever last saw a person who died as a suspect.”

         
         She didn’t speak for a few seconds.

         
         “They do not think I am responsible?”
         

         
         “Of course not.”

         
         “I told them about my conversation with Lucy to help them. I did not think they would believe I . . .”

         
         She searched for the words in the foreign tongue, and when they didn’t come, she began to cry.

         
         “Hey,” he said, putting a hand on her leg while he drove. “Hey, come on.”

         
         She kept crying, so Steven pulled onto a grassy spot on the side of the road and held her close. “You’ve told them the truth, which is the important thing. They don’t really think you’re responsible.” 

         
         She looked up at him. “Do you think I am?”
         

         
         “Absolutely not,” he said, though he hesitated, and her blue eyes blinked, as if snapping a photograph of his moment of doubt.

         
         “I love your children,” she said through sniffles. “I would never do anything that would take their mother away.”

         
         He wanted to ask if it was possible that there’d maybe been an accident. Perhaps she’d seen, through a window of the guesthouse,
            Lucy slip and fall. Maybe she hadn’t tried to help her, which wasn’t great but also wasn’t homicide. Or she’d tried to help,
            but it was too late, and, frightened, she’d fled the scene.
         

         
         But the way she’d looked at him before, with all the helpless vulnerability of a young woman in a foreign country thrust into
            the middle of a police investigation as the prime suspect, he feared that if he pressed her in the slightest, she might recoil
            at the accusation. He’d lose her, and once her name was cleared, she’d quit and return to Norway.
         

         
         “I know,” he said, kissing away her tears.

         
         As he tasted their salt, she melted against him, and he found himself aroused in the driver’s seat.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 24

         
         While Steven was concerned about any separation from the kids in their grief, they needed routine. Just as important, he didn’t
            want them to witness anything while he handled the grim bureaucracy of Lucy’s death, so he enrolled them in day camp earlier
            than they were scheduled to start. He had Astrid take them to a movie on the day of the memorial.
         

         
         Caleb, normally placid, threw tantrums each morning, and Sophie cried herself to sleep every night as Steven lay beside her.

         
         His disposition toward Astrid remained businesslike. To express any affection, even to hug her for support, would imply that
            he had benefited from what had happened. She gave him appropriate space, too. They had not yet discussed how this had suddenly
            erased every “impediment” to their future together.
         

         
         On their fifth night back in the city, he knocked on Astrid’s door after Sophie had finally fallen asleep.

         
         “I just wanted to let you know that I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to be . . . intimate for a little while,” he said
            at the threshold of her room. “Just while I deal with everything.”
         

         
         Astrid looked sympathetic. “Of course,” she said. “Please let me know how I can be helpful.”

         
         “You’re being helpful just by being here for the kids,” he said. “Especially Sophie. She was more attached to her than it—”

         
         Before he could finish the sentence, an image passed through his head of Lucy in her hospital bed after delivering Sophie, nuzzling her as she latched for the first time. 

         
         Astrid embraced him. He let out juddering sobs into her neck as she stroked his hair. “Sorry,” he said.

         
         “You do not need to apologize,” she said quietly. “This is natural.”

         
         

         “Daddy?” Sophie asked before she fell asleep, as Steven lay next to her in her bed. “Do you miss Mommy?”

         
         He wasn’t sure which was worse: grieving someone you’d loved, or whatever this feeling was. Lucy’s death had opened up an
            avenue for his happiness while destroying his children’s. And then there was the police investigation, though he was confident
            it would soon be closed.
         

         
         He supposed this was the sort of thing people went to therapy for, but there was no way he could be completely honest with
            a therapist about it.
         

         
         “Of course, baby,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

         
         “You don’t seem that sad.”

         
         He was glad the room was dark.

         
         “Well, I am,” he said. “Sometimes adults don’t show all their feelings the way kids do.”

         
         

         A week after Lucy’s death, Steven connected over the phone with their estate lawyer, who’d been on vacation.

         
         After getting Steven’s consent to record the conversation—a standard practice of his—the lawyer laid out the state of Lucy’s
            finances. Her firm, being a start-up, didn’t provide life insurance, and she hadn’t purchased it for herself. But she’d still
            had just enough liquid assets to support their lifestyle through the kids’ college educations.
         

         
         Once things settled down, though, Steven planned to husband their resources by selling the apartment and buying a more modest place in cash with the proceeds, as he’d always wanted to. Maybe the Hudson Valley fantasy would finally become reality. 

         
         “Mr. Hammer, did your wife discuss with you the changes she made to her will on June 17 of this year?” the lawyer asked.

         
         Steven sat upright in his chair. “No. What changes?”

         
         “As you know, you were originally the sole beneficiary,” the lawyer said. “She revised it then to set up a trust for your
            children. She designated funds for school, mortgage, childcare, food, and other essentials. You’ll act as successor trustee,
            but any spending above a certain level—or voluntary reductions below a certain threshold—requires my approval. Your wife also
            put in a conditional ownership provision that forbids you from selling or renting your home. When your youngest child turns
            twenty-three, the apartment and the full trust pass to the children’s control.”
         

         
         Steven didn’t have a mind for these kinds of terms and details. It took him a moment to absorb everything.

         
         “Okay,” he said. “Did she . . . leave me anything?”

         
         “Yes, you’ll receive a monthly disbursement—three months up front.”

         
         The lawyer stated a figure, the same amount as his stipend. Steven’s muscles unclenched with relief.

         
         “And that will expire after a total of twelve payments,” the lawyer added.

         
         “Expire? You mean then it’s . . . nothing?”

         
         “That’s correct,” the lawyer said.

         
         Steven said nothing for so long that the lawyer asked if he was still there.

         
         

         Lucy’s changing her will, Steven speculated, was a preliminary step toward a future divorce. Or, at the very least, it was
            a way to stop supporting him posthumously down the road. Only she’d had no idea that the road would end within two weeks.
         

         
         Regardless, Lucy had given him a year’s salary to get his act together. The kids were covered, he still had a luxury-condo roof over his head and organic food in the fridge, but if he were to spend money on himself from now on, he’d have to earn it. 

         
         As it should be for a grown man, yet it still wounded him that she’d done it secretly through a lawyer. And scared him. Even
            if he scrounged up more adjunct gigs, he’d have to live something like a pauper, stretching out Lucy’s stipend for a couple
            of years—long enough to sell Big Boy.
         

         
         And then, unless his financial circumstances drastically improved in the meantime, he might have to rely on his children to
            support him in nineteen years, when Caleb turned twenty-three and he was—Jesus Christ, sixty-four. (It inevitably put him
            in mind of the Beatles song.)
         

         
         He didn’t tell Astrid about Lucy’s new provisions, but sooner or later she’d figure it out, and when she did, maybe Lucy’s
            warnings about writing not being a practical profession would gain some currency.
         

         
         

         For the rest of the summer he heard nothing from the detectives. He assumed they’d abandoned their half-baked theories. The
            medical examination would soon confirm Lucy’s death as an accidental drowning, and they could start putting this grisly summer
            behind them.
         

         
         On a Monday near the end of August, at six in the morning, he was awakened by the doorbell. Bleary-eyed, he stumbled into
            the foyer in a pair of shorts. Astrid was already opening the door.
         

         
         Detectives Hostetler and Miller stood there with four stolid police officers.

         
         “Ms. Ødegaard,” Miller said. “You’re coming with us.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 25

         
         “What are you doing?” Steven asked as the police handcuffed Astrid, barefoot, in her T-shirt and shorts.

         
         The officers ignored him.

         
         “Do you have a warrant?” he asked.

         
         “Signed by a judge last night,” Hostetler said.

         
         “What are the charges?”

         
         The detective looked at him as if he were an idiot.

         
         “Homicide,” he said.

         
         The word quieted Steven.

         
         Astrid looked waifish in the grip of a brawny officer, and the enormity of it was etched across her terrified face.

         
         “I did not drown her,” she said to him. “I only saw her—”

         
         “Don’t say anything,” Steven said. “Aren’t you required to read her her rights?”
         

         
         “No,” Hostetler said.

         
         After all the clipped replies, the gruff answer shut him up. What he’d told the detectives during his interrogation was accurate:
            He didn’t know how anything in their world worked.
         

         
         Steven asked if he could get Astrid some clothes. Hostetler gave him permission, and he fetched sweatpants, a light sweater,
            and a pair of sneakers from her room.
         

         
         “Don’t answer any questions,” he instructed her when he returned to the foyer. “Stay silent. I’ll get you a lawyer and pay
            your bail. You’ll be back here soon.”
         

         
         She nodded. The fear had left her face; she almost appeared tranquil. His reassurances must have landed.

         
         Miller and two officers took her outside.

         
         “Mr. Hammer, I think it’d be best if you took the kids out for a while,” Hostetler said. “We have a warrant to search your
            apartment.”
         

         
         “I’m not going anywhere until I hear some justification for what you’re doing,” Steven said.

         
         “Medical examiner ruled it a homicide.”

         
         “That’s outrageous,” Steven said. “One guy just decides it’s murder, and suddenly she’s arrested?”
         

         
         “That’s how it works,” the detective said. “And if I were you—two young kids, a dead wife, an affair with the suspect you
            lied about, those ‘impediment’ texts—I’d think long and hard about telling the DA everything you know.”
         

         
         

         At a diner that opened early, Steven had no appetite beyond coffee. He told the kids Astrid had made a mistake on some forms
            and had to return to Norway until it was sorted out.
         

         
         The only attorney he knew, besides the one who’d drafted their wills, was the entertainment lawyer who’d handled the film
            options for The American Blooms. Steven left voicemails and an email, but it was the middle of the night in Los Angeles. By morning there, the lawyer texted
            him a recommendation for a top New York defense attorney.
         

         
         Steven asked what it might cost to represent Astrid through trial. The lawyer called back immediately.

         
         “I’m confused—this is for . . . the nanny?” he asked.

         
         “Yes,” Steven said. “I’m not the one charged.”

         
         “I know, but—she’s charged with murdering your wife. It’s none of my business, but many people will find it very . . . strange that you’re paying for her defense.”
         

         
         “I can see that, but there’s no way she did it,” said Steven.

         
         “I’ll say this, then step out,” the lawyer said. “I strongly advise you to retain your own counsel first. Her attorney’s loyalty
            is to her, even if you’re paying for him.”
         

         
         The second attorney he suggested was just as expensive as the one for Astrid. Online, Steven found a cheaper one who seemed
            passable enough: Haywood Gradinger.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 26

         
         “You want to bail out the girl arrested for murdering your wife?” Haywood Gradinger asked him over the phone on their second
            call. “No offense, but are you a fucking idiot?”
         

         
         “It’s a wrongful arrest,” Steven said. “This crackpot theory that she lured Lucy out with a phone call—”

         
         “‘Wrongful arrest’ means no probable cause—not that you think she didn’t do it,” Gradinger said. “Now, you want to listen
            to me or you want to make life a lot harder for yourself?”
         

         
         After a beat, Steven said, “I’ll listen to you.”

         
         “Good,” said Gradinger. “I’ve made a bunch of calls. The DA, this Gerald Robinson, is very hot on this case. Not hard to see
            why. Lot of sexy ingredients. You got a very beautiful murder suspect from Norway—I saw her mug shot. A New York banker—also
            a looker, if you don’t mind my saying, from the picture I saw in the Post—who dies under suspicious circumstances. And the husband, who’s a famous writer—”
         

         
         “I’m not famous,” Steven said. “Maybe nine years ago.”

         
         “Okay. Formerly famous husband cheats with the hot Norwegian nanny who’s charged with murdering his attractive banker wife
            at a fancy vacation house—in a freakin’ hot tub. It’s like one of those shitty TV shows my wife watches. I gotta warn you, you’re gonna be very famous again. Especially after the affair comes out.”
         

         
         Steven had hoped the case might slip under the radar; the only major outlet that had reported on the arrest so far was a short article in the New York Post that morning, as Gradinger had noted. But he’d been kidding himself. This was catnip to the media.
         

         
         “So what do I do next?” he asked.

         
         “First I’ll tell you what you don’t do,” Gradinger said. “You don’t post her bail. You don’t pay for her lawyer. And you don’t have any further contact with her.”
         

         
         “I can’t throw Astrid under the bus like that,” he said.

         
         “I guarantee her lawyer will try to convince her to throw you under the bus.”
         

         
         “How could she even do that?” Steven said. “I was on the baby monitor all night. The police know I couldn’t have done it.”

         
         “Just because you weren’t there doesn’t mean you weren’t involved,” his lawyer said. “Maybe she pleads down to voluntary manslaughter—a
            crime of passion—but says you put her up to it.”
         

         
         “She wouldn’t do that to me.”

         
         “While I’m sure your three-month love affair is one for the ages, people will stab their mothers in the back when they’re
            looking at twenty-five to life.”
         

         
         “It was closer to four months,” Steven mumbled. There was no response. “She can just say that, and they’ll take her word?”
         

         
         “It’s not just her word,” Gradinger said. “You got all those texts calling your wife—what was it, ‘the obstacle’?”
         

         
         “‘The impediment,’” Steven said. “But I told you, it was just a dumb joke.”

         
         “‘Oh, Your Honor, I know it looks like we were planning a murder, but it was just a joke.’” Gradinger’s laughter turned into
            a wheeze. “If this girl sells you out and says you planned this thing with her, and ‘impediment’ was code for getting rid
            of your wife, that’s pretty damning. They could easily charge you with acting in concert.”
         

         
         “What’s ‘acting in concert’?”

         
         “Getaway driver’s just as guilty as the bank robber,” Gradinger explained. “You’d be charged with murder. With the texts and
            your financial motive, you could be in jail by tonight.”
         

         
         A mammalian fear flooded Steven’s system as sweat pooled on his tailbone. The kids would be taken by some government agency. And this bedroom he was making the call from, with Lucy’s thousand-dollar silk linens on the wrought-iron sleigh bed and the East River view he’d thought he could live without, would be replaced by prison-issued sheets on a bunk bed in a windowless cell. 

         
         But if he did what his lawyer was suggesting, then he’d be the disloyal one, and the thought of Astrid languishing in that
            cell for however many months was awful. And he needed her at home—for the kids, too.
         

         
         “But if you cut ties with her now,” Gradinger said, “meaning right now, I can tell them, ‘Look, the guy may have cheated on his wife, but that’s in the past. He’s wrecked by this. He’ll testify
            against her—if you give him transactional immunity.’”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “If you testify for the prosecution, you can’t be charged with anything related to the case—not homicide, not acting in concert, nothing.”
         

         
         He asked how the process worked. If the prosecution agreed to it, they would lock him into a sworn statement that covered
            everything he’d told the police. (All the declarations that he was free to leave early to take care of his kids, Gradinger
            informed him, were deceptively issued so that it became a noncustodial interview. Thus, they didn’t have to Mirandize him
            and put him on alert that what he said could be used against him.) He would then have to repeat these statements at grand
            jury, and once again at trial, under penalty of a prison sentence for perjury.
         

         
         Gradinger would attempt to negotiate the wording of the subjective statements—how Steven felt about Astrid and Lucy, for instance—to
            protect his reputation (“So you can walk out clean”), but there would be no bargaining over the description of the objective
            facts.
         

         
         “Again, that’s if they go for it,” Gradinger said. “A big if. For all we know they’re putting together charges against you right now.”
         

         
         This went far beyond not posting her bail or paying for her lawyer. She’d never take him back if he testified against her.

         
         “How long do I have to decide if I want to do this?” Steven asked.

         
         “What’s to decide? You’re either on your wife’s side and give yourself a chance to stay a free man or you’re with your mistress
            and you maybe go to prison for the rest of your life.”
         

         
         Steven didn’t say anything.

         
         “Jesus Christ,” his lawyer said. “You got one hour.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 27

         
         Steven called the only person he trusted enough to confide in.

         
         “Sounds like a no-brainer,” Brian said after Steven laid it all out: the affair, the details of Lucy’s death, the police’s
            theory. “You’ve got to testify against her. You can’t go to prison over this.”
         

         
         Steven paused. “If I tell you something, you can’t tell anyone—not even Katie.”

         
         “Steven, I don’t know if your phone is tapped, but either way, if you’re about to confess to something—”

         
         “No, no, nothing like that.” He took even longer to speak. “I want to be with her again, if she’s acquitted. But if I testify
            for the prosecution, she’ll never take me back.”
         

         
         Brian laughed.

         
         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he said. “Just—you should hear yourself right now. She’s been charged with murdering Lucy, and you’re
            worried she’s not going to take you back. It should be the other way around.”
         

         
         “But she didn’t do it,” Steven maintained.

         
         Brian’s skepticism was nearly audible in the silence that followed—not just of Astrid’s innocence, but of the nature of his
            friend’s belief in it.
         

         
         “Brian, there’s no one else out there like her for me,” he said. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime connection.”

         
         “Can I point out what everyone’s going to say? That you’re not exactly the first middle-aged man to discover that his once-in-a-lifetime connection just so happens to be half his age and extremely attractive? Wait, let me guess—she’s an ‘old soul.’ I mean, if you wrote this as a novel, you’d be—”
         

         
         “I’m aware of how it all looks,” Steven said. “Very aware. But she gets me in a way Lucy never did.”
         

         
         “Gets you?” Brian asked. “Or idolizes you?”

         
         Steven considered the distinction.

         
         “We idolize each other,” he said. “It’s what love should be.”

         
         This time Steven couldn’t tell if Brian’s silence was because he disagreed or because he and his wife had never had that kind
            of reciprocal infatuation.
         

         
         “Regardless,” he finally said, “you can’t gamble with your freedom for her. You’ve got two young kids who lost their mom.”

         
         “She could be their stepmom. They already love her.”

         
         Brian again didn’t respond. Though Steven remained deeply worried for the kids’ well-being, it was apparent to both of them
            that this wasn’t his primary objective.
         

         
         “There’s something else I can do,” he went on. “I can take the cooperating agreement and get immunity. If there’s a trial
            and it looks like she’ll be convicted, I’ll make my testimony sound like I don’t want anything to do with her. But if it looks
            like she’s getting acquitted, I’ll soft-pedal it so she’ll take me back.”
         

         
         “I thought you said you have to stick to what you say in the grand jury testimony.”

         
         “‘In sum and substance,’ it’s called. I have to get the gist of it, but my lawyer said I’m allowed some wiggle room to talk
            about emotions,” he said. “It’ll be like the jury is my readers. My lawyer said most of what he does is storytelling.”
         

         
         “So this is his idea?”
         

         
         “No, mine. I haven’t told him, and I’m not going to. He’ll just say I’m an idiot for taking any chances with my reputation.”

         
         Brian clearly shared Gradinger’s opinion. “But it’s not just about your reputation,” he said. “Say she’s acquitted, but there’s still a chance she’s guilty. You wouldn’t want to be with her then, right? If she . . . possibly did it?”
         

         
         “No,” Steven said after a moment. “Of course not.”

         
         “Well, the thing is, you’ll never really know for sure. That alone would be enough for me to walk away,” Brian said. “It’s
            not like she’ll ever confess to you.”
         

         
         

         Steven called Gradinger back and told him to offer the cooperating agreement to the DA.

         
         “Finally thinking with your head,” his lawyer said. “The big one. Let’s hope they go for it.”

         
         Gradinger was the kind of man who went for what was most legally expedient to limit his client’s criminal exposure. Brian
            was the type who had gone for what was most romantically expedient, marrying the first woman who would take him. Practical,
            prudent men who hugged the shoreline of life, not men ruled by their most unruly desires, who had sailed on adventures to
            faraway lands, tasted foreign delicacies, and could never again content themselves with the bland porridge of home.
         

         
         Steven had become the second kind of man after only a few months in the country of Astrid.

         
         

         Later that day, his phone identified an incoming call from Greene County Jail. He wanted to pick up, to explain why he hadn’t
            hired her a lawyer or paid her bail. But it would be obvious he was protecting himself and hanging her out to dry.
         

         
         The phrase “acting in concert” intruded into his thoughts.

         
         He rejected it. She didn’t leave a voicemail; he found out later that inmates aren’t allowed to do so.

         
         The same thing happened that night.

         
         She didn’t call again.

         
         

         Steven’s transactional immunity wouldn’t kick in unless the prosecution subpoenaed him to the grand jury. By Wednesday evening, with the panel set to convene on Friday, he still hadn’t heard a word. 

         
         A few hours after he finally nodded off that night, he woke drenched in sweat, convinced he’d made the wrong decision: Astrid
            felt betrayed and would betray him in turn. Maybe their love wasn’t as solid as he’d professed to Gradinger, as he’d professed
            to himself. And even if she didn’t turn on him, the DA might argue that his financial precarity and texts provided sufficient
            motive and evidence to charge him.
         

         
         He slept through his alarm and was woken by a call from his lawyer on Thursday morning.

         
         “Took some haggling over the statement, but they went for it,” Gradinger said. “You’re not going to prison. Grand jury’s tomorrow.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 28

         
         The next morning, Steven picked up Gradinger for the drive upstate to the courthouse. It was his first time seeing his lawyer
            in person, and he was a bit taken aback by the sixtysomething man’s rumpled appearance, befitting a rabble-rousing lefty:
            eggplant-colored bags under his eyes, a scraggly garden of hair, and an off-the-rack gray suit that reeked of cigarettes.
            At least he wouldn’t be defending Steven in court.
         

         
         The previous day, during their phone prep for the prosecutor’s questions, Gradinger—equally conscious of the strategic value
            of optics—had urged Steven to wear his least fashionable suit.
         

         
         “Look like a boring middle-aged dad,” he’d said. “A chump who got taken advantage of and who’d never leave his wife. Not a
            fancy writer who hits on young girls at parties.”
         

         
         “I don’t hit on young girls,” Steven told him. “And I can’t remember the last party I went to.”

         
         “I saw a bunch of pictures of you online in nice suits at parties.”

         
         “Book parties,” he said. “And those haven’t even been fun in years.”
         

         
         As they left the city, his lawyer offered nonstop opinions about New York politics and sports, as if he were an old-school
            cabbie. Steven was mostly quiet, with a knot of tension in his stomach, trying to remember everything they’d rehearsed.
         

         
         “What do I do if I mess up the phrasing of the statements?” he asked.

         
         “No one’s gonna hit you with a perjury charge if you stick to the facts but the language is a little off,” said Gradinger. “Just use regular words. A witness who sounds like a thesaurus looks like he’s hiding something.” 

         
         (During their prep, Gradinger had recited one of the statements Steven had given to the police—“It’s easy to get swept up
            in the feelings of an illicit liaison, due to its clandestine nature”—and, with a voluble sigh, said, “‘Liaison.’ ‘Clandestine.’
            You sound like you were plotting a murder in a castle in France.”)
         

         
         “I am a writer of literary fiction, you know,” Steven said. “If there’s no high-toned verbiage, it might look like I’m actually
            obfuscating.”
         

         
         “That’s exactly what I’m talking about—don’t even think in words like ‘high-toned verbiage’ or ‘obfuscating.’ If you’re gonna sound like a writer, sound like what’s-his-name.”
         

         
         “Hemingway?”

         
         “No, the other guy.”

         
         “Carver?”

         
         “Who?” Gradinger asked. “Forget it. Just don’t sound like . . . yourself. Simple is best.”

         
         “That’s exactly what . . .” Steven said. “Never mind. Hey, you mind opening your window?”

         
         His passenger had been vaping most of the trip, exhaling little plumes of mist.

         
         “It’s smoke-free,” Gradinger said.

         
         “I’m literally watching vapor come out of your mouth.”

         
         “It’s harmless.”

         
         “It’s actually not,” said Steven. “There was an article—”

         
         Gradinger clamped his hands over his ears. “Don’t tell me. What I don’t know won’t keep me up at night.”

         
         “I’d think that’s exactly what would keep someone up at night.”
         

         
         “Trust me. I’m a defense lawyer. I never ask my client if they did it. Not even if I got them off.”

         
         “But, assuming they were telling you the truth, wouldn’t you be curious?” Steven asked. “If I got someone off, I’d want to know if I’d done the right thing.” 

         
         Gradinger took a long, contemplative drag, opened his window, exhaled the vapor, and shook his head.

         
         “Ignorance is bliss,” he said.

         
         

         The courthouse, crowned by a copper cupola, seemed like something out of a Richard Scarry book, a place where cheerful townsfolk
            amiably conducted their legal affairs.
         

         
         In a courtroom with two iron chandeliers, the district attorney, Gerald Robinson, handled the questioning. He was in the back
            end of his fifties, with a shaved head to camouflage his baldness and the hulking build of a retired athlete gone soft.
         

         
         Steven was antsy on the witness stand as he answered basic questions about himself. His lawyer was not permitted into the
            room during his testimony, though Steven could step outside to consult with him before his responses.
         

         
         Robinson asked about his income as a writer—specifically, how Cruelty of April had fared commercially.
         

         
         “Quite badly,” Steven said.

         
         “Why was that?” the prosecutor asked.

         
         “The reviews were terrible, and just about no one who read it liked it,” he said. “That tends to put a damper on sales.”

         
         “So is it fair to say that, in the future, receiving the kind of money you once did would be an uphill climb?”

         
         “Yes, if by ‘uphill climb’ you mean scaling Mount Everest.”

         
         The jurors chuckled. They liked him. And Gradinger was wrong about his rhetoric, too. If he trafficked in elegantly phrased
            self-deprecation at trial, turning on the cocktail-party charm that had slowly evaporated over the years, then the school
            parents, the publishing world, America—they’d like him, too. Maybe even feel a little sorry for him. As his lawyer had said,
            he could walk out clean.
         

         
         Robinson went through the prenup, Lucy’s financial control, Steven’s allowance, his concerns over losing custody, and the fact that Astrid had been aware of it all. 

         
         Then, after discussing the changes to Lucy’s will: “And you learned about these changes only after her death?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Robinson didn’t ask whether Steven had discussed the will with Astrid. He didn’t need to. The implication was stronger: Astrid
            knew divorce was not an option for him because of money and the children.
         

         
         Then Lucy had died, apparently killing two birds with one stone.

         
         The DA moved on to the affair, going over various texts sent in Brooklyn and the Catskills, including the references to Lucy
            as “the impediment.” As negotiated by Gradinger, Steven claimed that he had always viewed it as “a casual fling.”
         

         
         There was no way for Steven to emerge from this line of questioning as affably as after his performance of literary self-effacement,
            but Robinson appeared pleased with his responses. Even if Astrid’s own unspoken aspirations were inadmissible, jurors would
            assume that she’d wanted more and was left with only one, fatal way to surmount “the impediment” of her lover’s marriage.
         

         
         The prosecutor turned to the night of Lucy’s death. After covering the timeline—Steven’s coitus interruptus with Astrid, the
            bedroom argument, Sophie’s nightmare—he addressed the subject of Lucy and the hot tub.
         

         
         “Had your wife used the hot tub any time prior to that evening?” he asked.

         
         “No,” Steven said.

         
         “Had she packed a swimsuit for your vacation?”

         
         “No, she forgot to.”

         
         “Did your wife say, or even suggest, that she would be using the hot tub that evening?” Robinson asked.

         
         “No.”

         
         Robinson drummed the point home with another question. “So there was nothing in her plans that would have put her outside by the hot tub after dark?” 

         
         “That’s correct,” Steven confirmed. These were the factual responses he’d given to the police the morning after; he wasn’t
            allowed to tweak any language here.
         

         
         During his rehearsal with Gradinger, Steven hadn’t understood why this series of questions mattered so much to the prosecution.
            After all, Lucy could have easily decided to go into the hot tub without telling him, whether or not she’d previously used
            it or packed a swimsuit.
         

         
         “Intent is inferred,” Gradinger had told him. “She’s not here to say what she planned. The closest we get is what she said—or
            didn’t say—to the last person she saw before she went out there. Her husband, who was having an affair with the defendant,
            tells the jury she’d never used the hot tub, didn’t pack a swimsuit, and didn’t say she was going to use it. Combined with
            the peephole video, it makes the au pair’s story look like cover.”
         

         
         Robinson let him off the stand after discussing his actions the next morning. He’d been a cooperative, useful witness. They’d
            call him again at trial, where he could protect his reputation before the world—or try to convince Astrid that testifying
            against her wasn’t a betrayal.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 29

         
         As expected, Astrid was indicted and again pleaded not guilty. Gradinger told him it could be several months before they’d
            know if the case would go to trial, and that he should try to put it out of his mind.
         

         
         That wasn’t possible. The story’s “sexy ingredients” were already drawing media attention—and that was sans lurid details
            of the affair. Caleb was still oblivious, but Sophie had caught on, thanks to comments from classmates whose parents had clearly
            been talking.
         

         
         “Did Astrid kill Mom?” she asked at breakfast one morning. Caleb was in deep conversation with a dinosaur toy. Marielos, the
            fifty-two-year-old woman from Honduras he’d recently hired with earmarked funds as their new live-in nanny, was, thankfully,
            not in the kitchen.
         

         
         “Of course not,” Steven said quickly. “We’ll talk about it later.”

         
         “Olivia’s dad said that’s why she’s in jail.”

         
         “He’s wrong. So is anyone else who says that. And we’re not talking about this now.”

         
         She twirled her spoon in her cereal. “Are you going to jail?”
         

         
         “That would never happen.”
         

         
         “Why not? They took Astrid to jail, and she didn’t do anything.”

         
         Because—even while clinging to Astrid’s innocence, knowing he’d never find anyone like her again, justifying his actions with his children—he’d done what any scared man would do: let her stay in jail to protect himself. 

         
         “It’s complicated,” he said. “But it would be illegal to send me to jail. And I would never do anything that would take me
            away from you and your brother.”
         

         
         She stared into her bowl.

         
         Then she looked up and said, “You told me Astrid was going back to Norway.”

         
         He took a slow sip of coffee.

         
         “That’s what we thought then,” he said.

         
         Sophie had recently turned seven. A year earlier, she would’ve swallowed any story he told her without questioning him.

         
         Now she was sizing him up like the detectives had.

         
         

         One night, Caleb spiked a fever. Steven stayed up with him, mopping his face with a cold washcloth, cleaning up two bouts
            of violent vomiting, terrified of another febrile seizure.
         

         
         Delirious, the boy thrashed and cried the same words again and again, with a feral, implacable urgency.

         
         “I want Mommy,” he sobbed. “I want Mommy, I want Mommy, I want Mommy.”

         
         

         “I’m so sorry about everything,” a school mother said at pickup—Jennifer something.

         
         “Thank you,” Steven said with a brusque, preemptive nod.

         
         Thanks to his freedom, others evidently gave him the benefit of the doubt when it came to the circumstances surrounding Lucy’s
            death and were treating him kindly. But his lawyer had warned him to stay tight-lipped around anyone who wasn’t close, which
            now meant everyone but Brian.
         

         
         “I forgot to fill out Tessa’s field trip form,” Jennifer said, holding up a crumpled sheet. “Good job, Mom! Didn’t have enough coffee today!” 

         
         She was one of those mothers he and Lucy used to laugh about, speaking only in sardonic quips, as if auditioning for the sitcom
            of their lives.
         

         
         Then again, they’d also never cheated on their spouses with someone accused of murdering them.

         
         “It’s hard to keep up with those forms,” Steven said.

         
         Without even a courtesy segue, Jennifer asked, “What do you think will happen if there’s a trial?”

         
         He smiled politely. “I don’t know.”

         
         She leaned closer and, in a conspiratorial whisper, asked, “But do you think the au pair is . . . responsible?”

         
         The passage of months hadn’t changed his answer to the question, which occupied nearly every spare moment. Despite her motive,
            her contempt for Lucy and “her soulless world,” the seven off-camera minutes, he still didn’t believe Astrid had gone that
            far.
         

         
         “I guess that’s up to the jury,” he said. “If there is one.”

         
         He was about to make his exit when she stopped him.

         
         “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, but when you’re ready to get back out there, I know a lot of women who’d love to
            meet you.”
         

         
         Jennifer’s offer might have once given him hope—that women would see him as a widower in need of rescue. But once the affair
            came out, the sympathy would dry up fast. No Brooklyn Heights woman would go near him again.
         

         
         And he didn’t want just any woman, especially not the type Jennifer would be friends with. No one he’d ever meet again would
            come close to Astrid.
         

         
         “It’s not something I can think about now,” he said. “I’m just focused on the kids.”

         
         

         Steven received a call from a school administrator: Sophie had slapped a classmate in the face.

         
         It was his second visit to one of his children’s schools within a month. Caleb’s pre-kindergarten teacher had previously summoned
            Steven to speak about his drawings, which, she’d said, depicted more violence than usual. (Upon her recommendation that Caleb
            see a therapist to “process his trauma,” Steven had told her that he didn’t want to “retraumatize” his son by forcing him
            to talk about it more.)
         

         
         Sophie refused to speak about the incident in the principal’s office when he arrived. She wasn’t suspended but was dismissed
            for the day, so Steven took her to a bench on the Brooklyn Heights Promenade. The overcast February sky might have looked
            ethereal in a different setting, but above the East River, it mirrored the dinge of the filthy water. Perched on a spindly
            branch, a lone crow cawed. Nearby, a man waited for his German shepherd to finish his business, reached into his coat pocket
            for a plastic bag, came up empty, muttered, “Fuck me,” and walked away.
         

         
         “So can you at least tell me what happened?” Steven asked. “Please, Soph? I want to help.”

         
         “Jolie and Hannah said Astrid killed Mom,” Sophie said.

         
         “I know that’s hard to hear, but like I’ve told you, you have to try to ignore them. It’s not an excuse for punching anyone.”

         
         She finally looked at him. “Then Jolie said you also killed her. That’s when I punched her.”

         
         “That’s not true,” he said firmly, now with some paternal pride that she’d defended his honor. “I’m so sorry. You shouldn’t
            have to go through this. Any of this. It’s all my fault.”
         

         
         “Why is it your fault?”

         
         He shrugged. “It just is.”

         
         Sophie’s mouth twisted up. He put his arm around her as she cried, trying to hold himself together, but the sight of his daughter’s tears was too much. 

         
         “I miss her,” she said.

         
         “So do I,” he told her.

         
         

         Gradinger kept him sporadically apprised of developments. One afternoon in the spring, he called Steven for the first time
            in a month.
         

         
         “Trial’s scheduled first week of June,” he said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 30

         
         The week before the trial, his agent called. After Adam made small talk for five minutes, Steven, sensing the coming guillotine,
            finally interrupted.
         

         
         “If you’re calling to drop me as a client, I won’t hold it against you,” he said.

         
         “Drop you?” Adam said. “Just the opposite. The American Blooms is moving a ton of copies.”
         

         
         “It is? Because of the trial?”

         
         “Well, yes,” he said. “I mean, you’re the most famous writer in the country at the moment.”

         
         Scrutiny from the press had been ratcheting up each week, though Steven was dipping into it with his eyes half closed. His
            affair had yet to leak to the public—even Lucy’s parents didn’t know—but speculation was swirling, amplified by the photogenic
            qualities of the principal cast (most places used his Cruelty of April author photo). Why else would a “nubile governess of preposterous Nordic pulchritude” (The New Yorker), employed by an “erstwhile bestselling novelist” (the Times, which reappraised his oeuvre, still finding Cruelty of April “overstuffed in ambition and undercooked in execution”), allegedly murder his wife, a “fetching, Ivy League–educated founder
            of an influential impact investment fund” (The Wall Street Journal)?
         

         
         An ambivalent publicity boost, if there ever was one. At least he’d be getting a fatter royalty check out of this, though
            he suspected the sales bump would be short-lived.
         

         
         “What about Cruelty of April?” he asked.
         

         
         “Yeah, not so much that one.” Even a murder trial attracting international attention couldn’t sell that book. “I’m calling
            because I’ve been getting quite a lot of inbound interest from editors about what you’re working on now.”
         

         
         “They want to see my next novel?”

         
         “Well, ideally they’d prefer a memoir, about . . . all of this. But everyone expressed interest in a novel, too. Do you have
            any pages I could whet a few appetites with?”
         

         
         He’d recently resumed work on Big Boy, in fact, though his output—and quality, he feared—had suffered without Astrid’s steady encouragement and edits. He said
            he had a hundred rough pages of a new novel he didn’t have time to edit now, but could polish soon after the trial.
         

         
         “Perfect,” Adam said. “And, it goes without saying, this is all assuming a conviction.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “The editors are only interested if the au pair is convicted.”

         
         “Why not if she’s acquitted?” Steven asked.

         
         “Because . . .”

         
         His agent’s hesitancy answered the question while puncturing his literary ego. They didn’t care about the book or him. They
            were fixated on Astrid, on the scandalous case, and his novel was the product, the “content,” that could draft off its notoriety.
         

         
         “Because then I’ll just be a guy who slept with the babysitter before my wife accidentally drowned, you mean,” Steven said.
            “And they want a guy who cheated on his wife with her murderer.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” said Adam. “It’s just what sells.”

         
         

         In the predawn darkness of the trial’s opening day, a journalist and a photographer ambushed Steven by his building. Three
            hours later, under a cloudless sky, a much larger scrum of press jostled outside the courthouse, shouting incriminating questions.
         

         
         New York State didn’t permit cameras into the courtroom, but this moment would be viewed by absolutely everyone. His lawyer,
            unable to accompany him to the courthouse that day, had instructed him to ignore them and walk straight through with his head
            held high.
         

         
         “Do you want the au pair to be convicted or to walk?” someone shouted.

         
         His wife’s alleged murderer was on trial; he had to sound aligned with the prosecution. Yet if Astrid were acquitted, she
            would certainly see this footage someday. He already had his first test of making a statement that could be reasonably read
            both ways.
         

         
         At the top of the steps, he turned, shielding his eyes from the sun and dozens of cameras.

         
         “I hope justice is served,” he said.

         
         Simple was best.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Four

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 31

         
         The courtroom was packed with roughly seventy people, including reporters, but not yet the jury.

         
         The judge had allowed Steven, as the decedent’s representative, to remain in the gallery throughout the trial despite being
            a prospective witness. He sat in the front row behind the prosecution, next to Lucy’s estranged parents, who—though contemporaries
            of his own—had always seemed, by their restrained manner, from an earlier generation. (He’d requested that his own father
            not attend. He did not protest.) The two hadn’t even spoken at their daughter’s wedding but had been cordial since a forced
            reunion at her memorial. They hadn’t pried into his relationship with Astrid, and neither he nor the prosecution had volunteered
            any details. For now, that ignorance kept them sympathetic. He hugged them both.
         

         
         “How you holding up?” her father asked.

         
         “Good days and bad days,” he said. “I’m just focused on the kids.”

         
         As he waited for the session to start, Steven twitched in his seat and ran a hand through his hair, noticeably grayer—maybe
            thinner, too—than when he’d last seen Astrid. At least the stress hadn’t added any pounds. She’d always claimed she didn’t
            care what he looked like, but he didn’t really believe her. He’d be mere feet from her for a week or two after their long
            separation.
         

         
         They couldn’t speak, of course, but he presumed her eyes would subtly communicate how she now felt. If she signaled that she wanted him back, that would be enough for him to recalibrate his testimony, whether or not an acquittal appeared likely. 

         
         At last, a side door no one else had used opened, and an officer escorted Astrid in. She wore handcuffs.

         
         Nine months after her arrest, eleven after Lucy’s death, only now, amid courtroom ritual, did it feel real: This woman he’d
            known for less than half a year was on trial for the murder of his wife.
         

         
         Her hair was in a severe middle part and pulled into a low bun. She wore a prim gray blazer over a collared white shirt buttoned
            to the top, with shapeless gray pants. It was all calculated to downplay her beauty, to convince jurors she was no femme fatale.
         

         
         But it had the opposite effect: She looked like a secretary in a soft-core noir he might have furtively watched on cable in
            his youth. After a year in detention, she was still the dominant gravitational field in the room, any room, a defendant whose
            dazzling looks meant there simply had to be some tawdry component of sex.
         

         
         As she crossed to the other side of the aisle, Astrid didn’t even glance in his direction.

         
         An amalgam of love and lust and longing bayoneted him through the sternum. He’d had her—her—for a few wondrous months, and now he might never again.
         

         
         Maybe, among the crowd, she hadn’t seen him.

         
         

         “The accused’s relationship with Steven Hammer was not merely professional,” Robinson said during the prosecution’s opening
            statement. “They had an affair, one the deceased came to suspect. In their text messages to each other, they had a nickname
            for Lucy Myers: ‘the impediment.’ That’s what she was to them.”
         

         
         From the corner of his eye, Steven caught Lucy’s father turning toward him. The man’s own philandering had contributed to
            his divorce; he had no standing to judge him.
         

         
         Except his ex-wife was still alive.

         
         “Lucy Myers had never used the hot tub before the night of her death. She hadn’t even packed a swimsuit for the trip,” Robinson
            said later. “Because she had no intention of using the hot tub that night. In fact, as you’ll learn, she had an aversion to them. And the hard evidence, including video footage showing that the defendant was the last person to see the deceased
            alive, will lead you to only one conclusion.”
         

         
         He looked straight at Astrid.

         
         “Astrid Ødegaard, consumed by jealousy, killed Lucy Myers.”

         
         

         Robinson referred to Lucy as “the deceased” or “the mother” and to Astrid as “the defendant” or “the accused” whenever possible.
            He presented the People’s theory, which was the same as the detectives’: Eleven minutes after Steven had texted from his children’s
            room, stating that Lucy had drunkenly accused him of cheating, Astrid hung up on her to lure her to the guesthouse. Aware
            of the peephole camera noted in the house instructions, she walked out of its view toward the hot tub, forcing Lucy to follow.
         

         
         There, Astrid shoved her employer backward over the hot tub and “savagely held Lucy Myers’s head below the surface, slamming
            it against the underwater bench, until she drowned her.”
         

         
         Afterward, the prosecution claimed, she stripped off Lucy’s nightgown, used it like a glove to place the dropped phone on
            the ledge, then soaked the nightgown to remove her fingerprints and left it behind the tub. She moved the body underwater,
            sank the wine bottle to suggest Lucy had slipped while holding it, and returned to the guesthouse, all within the seven minutes
            she was off camera.
         

         
         That night’s forecast storm, Robinson argued, would have given Astrid confidence she could commit the crime without leaving
            forensic evidence.
         

         
         Steven had a partial view of Astrid in profile. Even sitting next to Lucy’s parents, he kept looking over. He couldn’t help himself. 

         
         When Robinson sat down, Steven had to admit that, were he on the jury, he’d assume she’d done it.

         
         But that still meant believing that this now twenty-five-year-old girl—who’d never once raised her voice to his children,
            who’d deferentially nodded and apologized to his reprimanding wife time and again, whose gentleness had been a big part of
            his attraction—had set an insidious trap for Lucy, viciously drowned her, made it look like an accident, then acted the next
            day as if nothing had happened.
         

         
         Even with the hammer incident and the “impediment” comments, Astrid didn’t have that in her.

         
         

         Cutting a trim figure with male-model cheekbones, Astrid’s attorney, Ian Haskins, looked more like a thirtysomething actor
            playing a lawyer in a network TV show than a public defender in upstate New York.
         

         
         He sketched Astrid’s difficult childhood, emphasizing her parents’ premature deaths and her financial independence by the
            age of nineteen. In a transparent effort to tarnish Lucy’s reputation without alienating the jurors, he alluded to her own
            affair in the context of her “troubled marriage,” though he didn’t name her lover. He dismissed the call to Lucy on the night
            of her death as a common mistake.
         

         
         “It’s true that Ms. Ødegaard had a romantic relationship with Mr. Hammer,” he said near the end. “Yet an affair is not evidence
            of homicide. There is no eyewitness to the alleged crime, no clear-cut defensive wounds on Ms. Myers’s body pointing to a
            struggle, and ultimately no direct evidence linking Ms. Ødegaard to Ms. Myers’s death.”
         

         
         To Steven’s ears, Haskins waved away Astrid’s motive and the peephole footage unpersuasively. He wondered whether an expensive lawyer—the kind he could have taken out a loan to hire—would be doing a better job. 

         
         “The most plausible explanation for Ms. Myers’s tragic death,” Haskins said, “is that it was an accident.”

         
         

         When the defense finished, the judge called for a recess.

         
         As the courtroom filled with noise, Steven apologized to Lucy’s parents for what they’d heard about him—and for what else
            might come up.
         

         
         “I’m ashamed of my actions,” he told them. “Our marriage was in a rough patch.”

         
         Her father gave a stern nod.

         
         “Well,” he said, “you’re human.”

         
         

         The prosecution had time to call its first witness, another Norwegian au pair who worked for a San Francisco family. She and
            Astrid had studied together at the University of Oslo before the witness moved to the US to work as an au pair through the
            same agency.
         

         
         Robinson displayed a text on the courtroom monitor from the witness to Astrid—just a link to Steven’s job posting. Astrid
            hadn’t replied.
         

         
         “Why did you send that to the defendant?” Robinson asked.

         
         “She wrote an essay about one of Mr. Hammer’s books in a literature class we were in together,” the friend said. “I thought
            of her when I saw the job.”
         

         
         Steven leaned forward. Astrid had led him to believe she read his books only after she’d been hired.

         
         “Did she tell you she intended to apply for the job in order to stalk the husband of the deceased?”

         
         “Objection, Your Honor,” Haskins said. “Highly prejudicial.”
         

         
         “Sustained,” said the judge. “The jury will disregard that question. Mr. Robinson, you know better—watch your language in my court.” 

         
         “Of course, Your Honor,” Robinson said. His show of contrition was only a prelude to his next questions. “How many au pair
            positions did you apply for before you found your current position?”
         

         
         “Fifty or sixty,” said the witness. “The agency recommends you apply to as many as you can. It is very competitive.”

         
         At Robinson’s request, the clerk marked Astrid’s application history as an exhibit.

         
         “How many positions did the defendant apply for?” he asked.

         
         A single entry appeared in the record: Steven Hammer—Brooklyn, New York.

         
         “One?” the witness asked.

         
         “That’s right,” said the DA. “Just one application—to work in the home of Steven Hammer, the acclaimed author she wrote about
            in college.”
         

         
         So Astrid had read at least The American Blooms before coming to Brooklyn, and she’d applied to work only for Steven. She understandably hadn’t mentioned either of these
            facts to him.
         

         
         Though the word stalker was stricken from the record, the jury was surely thinking it, too.
         

         
         A frisson of excitement ran through him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 32

         
         After court was adjourned and the jury filed out, a court officer handcuffed Astrid, then escorted her to the side door. She
            again walked out without a backward look in Steven’s direction.
         

         
         He couldn’t hold it against her; any acknowledgment would hurt her in the jury’s eyes, and he was, after all, testifying for
            the prosecution. Still, it felt like a snub.
         

         
         Robinson buttonholed Steven before he left.

         
         “You’re up first thing tomorrow,” he said.

         
         Robinson had told him earlier that his initial testimony would be brief—just enough to establish the dates of Astrid’s employment
            and authenticate their texts for admission into evidence, part of the prosecution’s timeline. His more extensive questioning
            would come later, possibly at the end of the People’s case, since he’d been the penultimate person to see Lucy alive.
         

         
         Steven had known he’d be called within a day or two, but the confirmation still made him queasy. He was about to detail—in
            front of the media, the jury, Lucy’s parents, and eventually, via the Brooklyn grapevine, his children—his affair with the
            au pair.
         

         
         

         That night, as he reached to turn off the lamp by her bed, Sophie said, “Daddy? Did you and Astrid kiss on the lips?”

         
         If her classmates hadn’t already gleefully confirmed it for her after the first day of the trial, they would soon.

         
         “We did,” he said softly. “I wish we hadn’t.”

         
         She fiddled with her blanket. “Did you have sex?”

         
         The word jarred him. He and Lucy had kept putting off the talk, but she’d evidently learned on her own—maybe because of him.

         
         “Yes,” he admitted. “I also wish that hadn’t happened. And I’m sorry about the way you’re finding out.”

         
         “Did you love Mommy?”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “Then why did you have sex with Astrid?”

         
         She had built her argument, brick by brick, like a sharp little prosecutor, until he had no viable defense. If she hadn’t
            already, she would from now on perceive him differently, as a flawed man whose shortcomings hadn’t just contributed to a divorce,
            as they often did, but, directly or not, to a much more tragic outcome.
         

         
         A parent’s premature death was horrible enough. A child’s premature loss of faith in the parent who remained made it even
            worse.
         

         
         “Sometimes our hearts feel things even when our brains know it’s a mistake,” he said.

         
         Sophie’s thoughtful expression hardened.

         
         “Did you help her kill Mommy?”

         
         “No,” he said. “I would never do anything to hurt Mommy.”
         

         
         “But Astrid killed her.”

         
         It wasn’t a question; she was watching him. He hesitated longer than he meant to.

         
         “No, Soph,” he said. “I think it was just a terrible accident.”

         
         Sophie pressed her tongue into her cheek. Then she said, “Astrid’s mom died when she was a girl.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “She said it was very sad, but dying is a part of life.”

         
         “That’s true,” he said.

         
         “And she said maybe if her mom hadn’t died, she wouldn’t be in America with me.”

         
         Something in him went still.

         
         “When did she say that to you?”

         
         She shrugged.

         
         “Was it before Mom died? Or after?”
         

         
         Sophie thought about it. “Before.”

         
         “You’re sure?”
         

         
         “Maybe it was after.”

         
         “Try to remember—before or after?”

         
         Her forehead wrinkled with concentration. “I don’t know.”

         
         “Can you remember anything else she said in that conversation?” he asked. “Anything at all?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” she said. “I want to go to sleep.”

         
         He let it go. He wasn’t going to get anything reliable out of her, and he wouldn’t interrogate his own daughter as if she
            were a suspect—even if it meant not finding out whether this was something Astrid had said to soothe a grieving girl in the
            aftermath of her mother’s death or to prepare her for it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 33

         
         Steven was too nervous to eat on the morning of his testimony. As he sat in the witness stand in his boring-middle-aged-dad
            suit, he scanned the courtroom. The last time he’d spoken at length to such a large crowd was at readings for The American Blooms.
         

         
         Astrid stared down at her lap.

         
         When Robinson asked about the affair’s origins, Steven repeated what Gradinger had negotiated for his grand jury testimony
            to limit personal fallout: It began only after he’d learned of Lucy’s infidelity, though he wasn’t “trying to excuse” his
            actions.
         

         
         Robinson didn’t dwell on this and moved on, asking him to read aloud various texts to establish the nature of Steven’s affair.
            Everyone in the room seemed to straighten as the messages appeared on the monitor; even the stone-faced court officer craned
            for a better view.
         

         
         It was humiliating to recite, as morning sun slanted through the windows of the courtroom, steamy messages he’d typed from
            his bed late at night.
         

         
         “All I can think about is sticking my tongue deep inside you,” he read at Robinson’s nearly sadistic prompting.

         
         “You’re wearing me out,” he read. “I had to put some of Lucy’s facial moisturizer on a location that was decidedly not my
            face.”
         

         
         Somehow, though G-rated, the most embarrassing one: “I really do dream of moving to a fishing village in Norway with you.”

         
         Astrid’s texts were fewer and cooler, so Robinson himself read aloud only a few that expressed her eagerness over seeing Steven the next day. 

         
         On cross-examination, Haskins tried to damage Steven’s credibility, getting him to admit it was his idea to delete the Risk
            app and its messages, and that he’d lied about their affair when first asked.
         

         
         Gradinger had told him not to look at anyone during questioning—not Astrid, obviously, not even the gallery.

         
         Still, he couldn’t help catching a glimpse of Lucy’s mother, who was staring at her former son-in-law with open contempt.

         
         

         Steven bowed his head as he stepped down from the stand and returned to his seat in the gallery, the evisceration by both
            sides finally over. He’d copped to the affair, the cover-up, and the lies to the police, and he’d read aloud his licentious,
            if grammatically correct, texts. Even if no one blamed him for Lucy’s death, it was going to be hard to show his face in Brooklyn
            Heights after this.
         

         
         Nevertheless, while reading those messages—his and Astrid’s—he felt a tremor in his chest at the memory of composing and receiving
            them.
         

         
         

         During the first recess of the day, as he left to use the men’s room, Steven felt dozens of eyes on him—especially the television
            cameras’ lenses stationed in the courthouse corridors. Only now they weren’t merely curious. They were prurient, titillated
            by the window into his sex life. It was usually hard to picture people you knew actually engaging in the act, but his texts
            had surely turned their imaginations pornographic.
         

         
         His agent had been right about his level of fame. This was what it meant to be truly well known, truly watched, to be ogled
            like a real celebrity—except in his case it was infamy, not admiration, that followed.
         

         
         When he returned to the courtroom, Lucy’s parents had moved their seats away from him.

         
         “Irene, Bill,” Steven said, “I’m so sorry about everything you had to hear today.”

         
         “Don’t talk to us,” Lucy’s mother said. “We’ll arrange to see the children through a lawyer.”

         
         

         The prosecution called the attorney who had overseen their prenuptial agreement. Then came Lucy’s estate lawyer, who described
            the recent changes to Lucy’s will and Steven’s apparent ignorance of them at the time of her death, corroborated by the recording
            of their conversation. Their shared accountant detailed the couple’s respective financial standings—and how, for over a year
            before her death, Lucy had given her husband a monthly allowance.
         

         
         The financial motive was established in terms a high schooler could understand.

         
         

         Armed with evidence of the affair and the money trail, the press’s questions outside the courthouse grew sharper. Gradinger,
            who’d carpooled with him, walked with Steven to his car.
         

         
         “‘Mr. Hammer continually peered over at Ms. Ødegaard throughout the first two days of the trial,’” his lawyer read from an
            article on his phone as they drove back. “What am I gonna do with you.”
         

         
         “I was just assessing how she responded to the witnesses,” Steven said.

         
         “Oh, you were just assessing how she responded to the witnesses,” Gradinger said. “What an analytical observer you are. A regular Sherlock Holmes. And yet the distinct possibility that
            your mistress murdered your rich wife somehow slipped past your keen eye.”
         

         
         The car fell silent.

         
         “Sorry,” Gradinger said. “My wife says I take jokes too far.”

         
         By the time Steven parked in his garage, the Times had posted an article headlined why “i dream of moving to a fishing village in norway with you” is now a meme. The Post’s cover was cruder: norwegian wood: read the sexy texts between hammerin’ steven and his biggest fan. (On social media, the consensus spin-off joke was “Norwegian? Would.”)
         

         
         He resolved not to consume anything else about the trial until it was over.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 34

         
         The first witness on the third day was Amanda, Lucy’s closest confidante, who had flown in from Seattle. She glared at Steven
            before taking the stand. Texts between the women, read aloud by the DA and Amanda, began in February, with Lucy sending Amanda
            the screenshots of the three au pair candidates Steven had nominated.
         

         
         “I’m thinking the Norwegian,” Lucy had texted.

         
         “Are you crazy?” Amanda wrote. “Even in that bad pic you can tell she’s gorgeous. You’d be bringing a loaded gun into the
            house. Calling you.”
         

         
         “What did you and Ms. Myers discuss during the call?” Robinson asked.

         
         “She knew Steven chose Astrid because she was attractive,” Amanda said. “She was sort of hoping they’d have an affair.”

         
         “Why would she want that?”

         
         “Lucy felt guilty about her own affair, and she thought this might . . . even the playing field,” she said. “She almost found
            it amusing, like it was a clever idea. I tried to talk her out of it, but she said it might even help Steven—maybe jump-start
            his career again, if he was trying to impress her. She said he was spending all day playing that video game on his phone.”
         

         
         Steven shrank in his seat. All his clandestine machinations to maintain their liaison—and Lucy had authored it. His wife had pitied him so much that she’d hired him a mistress.
         

         
         “Did Ms. Myers know about the affair?” Robinson asked.

         
         “She didn’t know for sure, but she strongly suspected it,” Amanda said.

         
         “And how did she feel about it?”

         
         “She seemed mostly okay with it at first. Then she said things were getting weirder.”

         
         Robinson pulled up another set of texts. In early June, Lucy wrote that she was “pretty sure” Astrid had used a bottle of
            her perfume.
         

         
         So that was the familiar fragrance.
         

         
         “It’s creepy,” Lucy had written. “She wants my life.”

         
         “You have to fire her,” Amanda replied. “ASAP.”

         
         “After our vacation,” Lucy texted. “Work too crazy now. Taking her to lunch today to suss her out.”

         
         Messages sent after that lunch appeared on the monitor.

         
         “Long story short,” Lucy wrote, “I’m cutting Steven out of my will. If we divorce and she marries him I don’t want her getting
            a cent from me that should go to the kids.”
         

         
         “Changing your will from one lunch? Are you maybe overreacting a little?” Amanda replied.

         
         “I can read people,” Lucy texted. “There’s something off about this girl.”

         
         Robinson introduced a final batch of texts from their vacation. In the first message, Lucy complained to Amanda that she was
            “working all day long here. Infuriating to go outside on my three minute break and see Steven relaxing in the hot tub.”
         

         
         
            Amanda: Why don’t you use it? You’re the one paying for it.
            

            Lucy: Always thought hot tubs are gross.
            

         

         This was the aversion Robinson had previewed in his opening, and he repeated the last line for emphasis while looking at the
            jury.
         

         
         “This is not speculation. Those are Lucy Myers’s own words,” he said. “So we have to ask: Would someone who always found hot tubs disgusting suddenly decide to get in one—alone, late at night, with an early call the next morning—right after confronting her au pair who—also in her words—wanted her life?”
         

         
         Astrid was characteristically inexpressive in her seat. Steven tried to “read” her, as Lucy had, to determine whether anything
            was “off.”
         

         
         All he could see, though, was her impenetrable beauty, and he thought not of anything Astrid had ever said or done, but of
            her fountain pen tattoo that looked a lot like a dagger.
         

         
         

         Detective Hostetler, the next witness, identified a bottle of Lucy’s perfume recovered from her bedroom. He testified that,
            based on the lab report, fingerprints from it matched both Astrid’s and Lucy’s, and introduced a photograph showing the bottle’s
            location: an out-of-the-way drawer in Lucy’s bureau.
         

         
         On cross, Haskins asked whether, in the ordinary course of cleaning, Astrid’s fingerprints might have transferred to the bottle.
            Hostetler conceded it was possible.
         

         
         But to Steven, the way the trial was going, Lucy’s speculative texts increasingly looked like prophecy: that Astrid wanted
            Lucy’s husband, her money, even her scent.
         

         
         And the only way to have them permanently was to take Lucy’s life.

         
         After a recess, Robinson had Hostetler identify a draft of Astrid’s novel, recovered from her seized laptop.

         
         Steven perked up. Astrid had never once hinted at what her novel was about. Even under ordinary circumstances, hearing what
            someone had chosen for a first novel was always interesting; it was invariably the story of their life. (Actually reading it usually proved less engrossing.)
         

         
         “Objection, Your Honor,” Haskins said. “It’s fiction. Whatever probative value it has is substantially outweighed by unfair
            prejudice—especially if the jury treats it as autobiography.”
         

         
         “The People contend the manuscript mirrors key facts,” Robinson said. “We’ll confine ourselves to a single passage that provides context and includes details that are strikingly similar to the circumstances of Ms. Myers’s death.” 

         
         If anyone’s attention had been wandering at the prospect of reading novel excerpts, the last three words ensured they no longer
            were.
         

         
         “Overruled,” Judge Flint said. “I’ll admit the excerpt for a limited purpose. The jury may consider it only insofar as it
            bears on the alleged facts, not as character or propensity evidence.”
         

         
         Robinson said he had no further questions, signaling that the next witness would take up the text of the novel.

         
         On cross, Haskins asked Hostetler, “Did Ms. Ødegaard resist surrendering her devices or any other possessions?”

         
         “No,” the detective said.

         
         “Did she lie when you asked about a sexual relationship with Mr. Hammer?”

         
         “She did not.”

         
         “Did she volunteer, the day of the discovery of Ms. Myers’s body, that she’d spoken to her the night before?”

         
         “She did.”

         
         “To your knowledge, was the defendant anything but cooperative and forthcoming during your investigation?”

         
         “To my knowledge,” the detective said, “she was transparent throughout.”

         
         Robinson quickly stood. “Request for a sidebar, Your Honor,” he said.

         
         The judge allowed it. Both lawyers approached the bench, and the court officer flipped on a white-noise machine. At the rail,
            Robinson was exercised about something, his gestures animated.
         

         
         “We’ll continue this in chambers,” the judge announced after a couple of minutes.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 35

         
         During the recess, outside the courthouse, Steven asked Gradinger what he thought the sidebar was about.

         
         “My guess? It’s the way the defense phrased its question—the words ‘cooperative and forthcoming,’” Gradinger said. “The prosecution
            would normally object—it vouches for her, paints her as honest. Except he didn’t just object. They had a whole sidebar, and
            now they’re in chambers. That means it’s bigger. Maybe it opens the door.”
         

         
         “What does that mean?” Steven asked.

         
         “Could be Robinson’s arguing that by calling her ‘forthcoming,’ they violated a pretrial order. If so, he says, fine—you opened
            the door, so the jury gets to see the part where she wasn’t. That could let in evidence the judge previously kept out and
            the defense doesn’t want aired.”
         

         
         Gradinger took a self-satisfied pull on his vape.

         
         “This kid’s amateur hour,” he said. “And he’s too good-looking. Jury won’t like that. If one of them’s attractive, that helps, but him and her together, it’s like a couple of movie stars.”
         

         
         “He’s not that good-looking,” Steven muttered.
         

         
         

         “The matter discussed is for counsel only,” Judge Flint announced. “Do not speculate about it. Please continue, Counsel.”

         
         The day’s final witness was a silver-maned Norwegian literary translator from Oslo with rugged stubble and wire-rimmed glasses.

         
         “I’ll admit I don’t read much foreign literature,” Robinson said after the translator introduced himself. “Could you briefly
            summarize the story of the defendant’s novel?”
         

         
         “It’s narrated in the first person by a Norwegian girl named Aster,” the translator said. “In childhood, her mother dies of
            cancer. Her father remarries. The stepmother verbally abuses Aster and makes her do all the housework. The father also dies
            of cancer. The abuse worsens until Aster goes to university and becomes estranged. She supports herself as she studies, then
            works as a nanny in Oslo for a few years before taking an au pair job in Brooklyn for a couple.”
         

         
         “Briefly, how would you describe the couple?”

         
         “The woman works in finance. The man is a novelist.”

         
         “What is their marriage like?”

         
         “Unhappy, I would say.”

         
         “And what is the au pair’s relationship to the husband?” Robinson asked.

         
         Steven’s heart beat as hard as if he were about to read a major review of his own novel.

         
         “They have an affair,” the translator said.

         
         No wonder she hadn’t wanted to synopsize her novel to him—to Mozart.
         

         
         “How would you classify a novel that closely tracks the author’s life and uses a name that is the same or similar to the author’s?”

         
         “Writers have always plundered their own lives for material, but the preferred term now is ‘autofiction.’”

         
         “Autofiction,” Robinson said. “Not to be confused with novels about cars?”

         
         The humorless Nordic man blinked.

         
         “Can you describe the major event of chapter nineteen?” the prosecutor asked.

         
         “At the end of that chapter, the wife is discovered dead at the bottom of a stairwell in their building.”

         
         A murmur passed through the gallery. Astrid looked down at the table, as she had so often throughout the trial.

         
         She’d written it before Lucy died—the police had seized their devices. It was fiction, but barely.

         
         “And what caused the wife to fall?”

         
         “The reader does not learn this, and we never hear Astrid’s internal monologue on the matter. However, the police determine
            that it was an accident.”
         

         
         “You said Astrid’s internal monologue. Did you mean Aster?”
         

         
         “Yes, I apologize.”

         
         “Honest mistake.” Robinson smiled. “Does anything suggest it might not have been an accident?”

         
         “Yes. The first sentence of chapter twenty, before the police ruling, reads: ‘Her death appeared—to those who didn’t know
            better—to be an accident.’”
         

         
         Robinson displayed the translation alongside the original Norwegian and repeated the sentence, emphasizing the em-dashed clause.
            He then turned the witness over to the defense.
         

         
         Haskins and Astrid huddled. She looked more animated than at any other point in the trial.

         
         Through his shock over the excerpt, Steven became jealous: Haskins’s whispers with her were protected by attorney–client privilege;
            he got to sit next to Astrid eight hours a day; he was her protector who’d potentially secure her freedom.
         

         
         “Counsel, your witness,” the judge prodded.

         
         “Let’s revisit that line,” Haskins said as he took the floor. “Would you read it aloud in Norwegian?”

         
         “Hennes død så ut—for de som ikke visste bedre—til å være en ulykke,” the translator said.

         
         “Pardon my pronunciation, but ulykke means ‘accident,’ right?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Are there any other English translations of ulykke?”
         

         
         “‘Misfortune’ or ‘tragedy’ would be the most likely other options.”

         
         “So, could the line also be translated as, ‘Her death appeared—to those who didn’t know better—to be a tragedy’?”
         

         
         “It could,” the translator said. “But in context, ‘accident’ felt more fitting. The next paragraph mentions the police concluding
            that it was an accident.”
         

         
         “Given the unhappy marriage, could it be read that only outsiders would view her death as tragic?”

         
         “Perhaps,” said the translator. “Though I think most people, even in unhappy marriages, would see such a death as tragic.”

         
         “But this is in the main character’s point of view. So might the ambiguity of ulykke—accident or tragedy—reflect her internal ambivalence?”
         

         
         The translator gave it some thought. “That is a valid interpretation.”

         
         “So then, was it your personal judgment to translate it as ‘accident’ rather than ‘tragedy’?”

         
         “It was a choice informed by the surrounding text,” he admitted. “Another translator might have chosen differently.”

         
         “It’s been a while since I’ve taken a literature class, but is there enough here to argue that, even in the original Norwegian,
            there is no single ‘correct’ meaning?”
         

         
         “I would concur,” said the translator. “That is one of the purposes of fiction. To compel the reader to hold multiple and
            sometimes contradictory ideas at once, and dwell within life’s ambiguities.”
         

         
         The translator smiled slyly.

         
         “Perhaps that is a lower priority in American literature,” he said.

         
         

         “Goes without saying,” Gradinger said as they drove back. “But if you ever commit a crime, don’t write a fucking novel about
            it, okay?”
         

         
         “Don’t worry—I never read crime fiction and have no intention of writing it,” Steven said. “Certainly not auto-crime fiction.”

         
         

         “I know it’s what writers do,” Steven said to Brian on the phone that night. “And I’ve done it myself. But it still feels
            like a betrayal. Even without the wife’s death—just writing about us. About me. Like I’m just some . . . character.”
         

         
         “Your reaction is how laymen generally view novelists who borrow from real life,” Brian said. “Only their work doesn’t usually
            show up as evidence in a homicide trial. You have any idea what else she says about you?”
         

         
         “No clue. But even if it’s all positive, it makes me think there’s something dishonest and sneaky about it. Almost . . . sociopathic,”
            he said. “And you know what really keeps me up at night? I’m not even sure she likes my writing like she claims.”
         

         
         Beyond that one conversation about Cruelty of April, they hadn’t talked about the published books in detail—only his work in progress. Allergic to presenting himself as a self-absorbed
            author, he never initiated talk of his novels with anyone, and he’d assumed she avoided them to keep from creating an uncomfortable
            mentor–protégé dynamic.
         

         
         Brian laughed. “Of all the things that’ve happened, that keeps you up at night?”
         

         
         “She said she loves Cruelty of April,” Steven said. “That meant something. No one liked it. Not even you.”
         

         
         “No, I thought it was good,” Brian said halfheartedly. “Anyway, she applied because her friend knew she’d written an essay
            on one of your books, and it was her only application. Doesn’t that prove she liked your work—and had a preexisting interest
            in you?”
         

         
         “Maybe she thought I’d be an easy mark. A washed-up but rich writer. First split Lucy and me up, marry me, take all my money in a divorce. Then she learns the money’s really Lucy’s and changes the plan.” 

         
         “I’m sure there are plenty of rich guys in Norway she could’ve married and divorced. Without resorting to, you know . . .
            murder.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Steven said. “But still—I can’t tell if any of it was real for her or not.” He paused. “I’m not reading anything about
            the trial. Are people thinking she did it?”
         

         
         The silence on the line gave him the answer.

         
         “I don’t think you should go through with that plan of yours,” Brian said. “Protect your reputation. If only for the kids.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 36

         
         The next morning, Detective Hostetler returned to the stand as the prosecution finally focused on the night of Lucy’s death.
            He walked the jury through the phone logs, the house instructions, the evidence from the hot tub, and the security footage,
            which was played in court. He described the scratches on Astrid’s arms, which he said were consistent with fingernail marks,
            and summarized key details from the interviews with Steven and Astrid. Then he narrated a computer animation illustrating
            the People’s theory of what transpired outside that night.
         

         
         The figures were faceless mannequins; watching one drown another—then stage a cover-up—was, in its uncanniness, almost more
            chilling than a portrayal with real actors.
         

         
         On cross, Haskins won several defense-friendly admissions: Astrid’s fingerprints weren’t found on the house instructions binder
            or its pages; the briars lining the narrow passageway to the lake could have caused the scratches; aside from the bruise on
            her skull, Lucy had no other wounds; no traces of Astrid’s DNA were found under Lucy’s fingernails or on her nightgown—though
            Hostetler added that, given the conditions, the hot tub and the rain could have washed them away.
         

         
         Astrid still hadn’t looked at him, not even in passing. He couldn’t blame her now, not after the texts and her novel. If the
            jurors noticed a single glance, it would sink her.
         

         
         But it made him feel invisible.

         
         

         The medical examiner went next. A plump man, fastidious in a bow tie—more turn-of-the-century storekeeper than contemporary forensic professional—he restated his findings in an adenoidal voice and explained the rationale behind the homicide ruling: a blood alcohol concentration of .084—just over the legal threshold—roughly the equivalent of three glasses of wine. Even with lorazepam present, he found it unlikely Lucy was so impaired she’d slip, knock herself out, and be unable to save herself. 

         
         “Could hours of postmortem submersion, specifically in a hot tub, artificially lower Ms. Myers’s BAC?” Haskins asked.

         
         “Postmortem submersion can affect BAC readings, especially in warm water,” said the examiner. “But it more often skews higher.”

         
         “But it can also skew lower, correct?”
         

         
         “Less likely,” he said. “But possible.”

         
         “So while the report reads point-oh-eight-four, is it possible her true BAC at death was higher?”

         
         The examiner hesitated. “Yes.”

         
         “Would a higher BAC—greater impairment—make an accidental drowning more likely in your analysis?”

         
         “It would,” he said.

         
         Most of the jurors scribbled notes. So far, it was the best piece of testimony for Astrid, and for the first time Steven felt
            something like hope. The defense had done its job. No one could say with certainty how much she’d had to drink that night.
         

         
         But the toxicology report—the one hard number amid the speculation—still suggested she wasn’t all that drunk.

         
         

         After that came a biomechanics professor, specializing in slips, impacts, and drowning-related trauma. Using a more detailed animation than the one illustrating the alleged crime, the man concluded it was biomechanically improbable for someone of Lucy’s stature to slip in the center of the hot tub and strike her head on the stone edge. The other surfaces had more traction; he found a slip there equally unlikely. 

         
         “The People argue that her head hit the stone bench underwater. Couldn’t that have happened due to a slip, followed by drowning?”
            Haskins asked on cross-examination.
         

         
         “Without external force—someone pushing or holding her down—her descent through the water would be slowed by resistance,”
            the professor said. “Any resulting impact would likely be minimal. I would not expect it to lead to drowning.”
         

         
         “But can you definitively rule out that if she were more impaired than the BAC shows, she fell backward while holding a bottle of wine, inhaled water,
            hit her head, and drowned?”
         

         
         The professor paused. “No, I can’t rule it out.”

         
         Steven’s eyes went to the jury box again. Everyone was taking notes.

         
         Both of the prosecution’s experts had conceded it was possible Lucy had drowned on her own, in exactly the manner Steven had
            theorized to the police.
         

         
         She had a chance.

         
         

         They broke for the day. Steven was scheduled to testify the next morning, likely as the prosecution’s final witness. On the
            way home, he asked Gradinger if he thought Astrid would be convicted.
         

         
         “If you asked me yesterday—yes. But that pretty boy did a decent job poking holes in the witnesses today. There might be just enough reasonable doubt that she was drunker than the tox report said and slipped.”
         

         
         “But what’s your prediction?” Steven pressed.

         
         “If it ended today? It’s a coin flip—conviction or a hung jury. Not an acquittal. And if it’s hung, my guess is Robinson wouldn’t risk the embarrassment of retrying the case, so she ends up walking,” he said. “But after your testimony about Lucy and the hot tub? That’s three big nos—no history of using it, no swimsuit, no plan to go out, from the last person she spoke to. Add the peephole video and the late-night calls, and the jurors hear no intent to be at the tub unless someone got her there. That’s your conviction.” 

         
         If Gradinger was ascribing to Steven that level of influence over the outcome, it meant he could still modulate his words
            during his testimony and thread a very tight verbal needle, echoing in sum and substance what he’d told the grand jury without
            damning Astrid completely. If the jury were hung, he’d tell her afterward that he’d been forced to comply with the subpoena
            and restate what he’d told the cops, then had to distance himself a little from her for the children’s sake. She might understand—but
            only if he didn’t go too far.
         

         
         Brian had warned him about the court of public opinion; he’d be imperiling what was left of his name.

         
         Only for Astrid would he ever consider taking this kind of risk.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 37

         
         Steven and Gradinger arrived early to make sure he was on time as the first witness of the day. But after Judge Flint took
            the bench, she addressed the jury.
         

         
         “You will now hear testimony the court previously excluded for being more prejudicial than probative,” she said. “In light
            of the defense’s statements about the defendant’s candor, I am permitting limited questions. You may consider this only on
            the issues of credibility, identity, and absence of accident—not as proof of guilt or propensity.”
         

         
         Her announcement precipitated whispers in the courtroom. The People called the hiring director from the American au pair agency
            Astrid had used.
         

         
         The DA asked about vetting procedures. The director stated that they run background checks, contact references, and require
            disclosure of any arrest or criminal history.
         

         
         “Did your background check reveal any arrest or criminal history for Ms. Ødegaard?” he asked.

         
         “No,” said the woman.

         
         “Did she disclose any arrest or criminal history?” he asked.

         
         “She did not.”

         
         Robinson moved to admit a certified copy of name-change paperwork. “For the limited purpose of identity,” he said.

         
         “Were you aware, when she applied, that the defendant changed her name, at twenty-two, from Astrid Britta Ulveheim to Astrid Thora Ødegaard?” he asked. 

         
         “I was not aware then, no.”

         
         Neither was Steven. Another thing she’d kept from him.

         
         “To clarify, did you run the check under Astrid Thora Ødegaard or Astrid Britta Ulveheim?”

         
         “Astrid Thora Ødegaard.”

         
         “Did running it under her current name limit your results?”

         
         “Yes,” she said. “We have limited access to foreign records. Her current name has no arrest or criminal record, and what we
            saw did not indicate her name change.”
         

         
         “Would running a check under the prior legal name have returned additional results not captured under the current name?”

         
         “It could have broadened the results, yes.”

         
         “When your office later tested a search under the prior legal name, did it reveal that Ms. Ødegaard had been arrested in Norway
            four and a half years ago in connection with her stepmother’s death?”
         

         
         “Objection!” Haskins said. “As argued in chambers, this is highly prejudicial and refers to an incident unrelated to the current
            charges. It’s a character attack, plain and simple.”
         

         
         “This goes directly to the defendant’s credibility,” the DA countered. “The defense portrayed her as ‘cooperative and forthcoming.’
            This rebuts that impression.”
         

         
         “Sustained,” Judge Flint said. “Jury will disregard the question. Counsel, stay within the limits I’ve set.”

         
         But it was too late; the gallery was already whispering. A sickening sensation spread from Steven’s gut like a slow-moving
            oil spill.
         

         
         He’d broached the topic of her stepmother just once, and she’d shut it down, saying she didn’t like to discuss her. She hadn’t
            merely hidden the woman’s death from him—she’d hidden being arrested in connection with it.
         

         
         Forget what the judge had said about propensity. If she did that, it meant she’d killed Lucy, too.

         
         “In a subsequent internal review, we confirmed that searching only a current name can miss foreign records tied to prior legal
            names,” the director said.
         

         
         Robinson yielded the witness to the defense.

         
         “When you later tested a search using a prior name, did you see any record of a conviction?” Haskins asked.

         
         “No,” said the woman. “There was none.”

         
         “Because the prosecutors did not proceed with a case?”

         
         “That is my understanding.”

         
         “Are you aware that the maiden name of the defendant’s deceased mother was Thora Ødegaard?”

         
         “I am not.”

         
         “So you’re not aware that Ms. Ødegaard changed her middle name and surname to honor her deceased mother—”

         
         “Objection,” Robinson said. “Speculation.”

         
         “Sustained,” the judge said.

         
         Haskins let the witness go. But the damage was done: Even with the court’s instruction to disregard, the jury had heard the
            word arrested tied to her stepmother’s death.
         

         
         They were about to learn much worse.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 38

         
         The next witness after lunch was a burly Norwegian man named Jonas Viklund.

         
         “Thank you for coming on short notice, Mr. Viklund,” Robinson said. “What is your position?”

         
         “I am the chief of police in Grimstad, Norway,” he said.

         
         “What is your connection to the defendant?”

         
         “My department interviewed her in connection with a death investigation involving her stepmother,” he said.

         
         “Briefly, describe the circumstances of that death.”

         
         In fluent if slightly halting English, Viklund laid out the facts: Astrid’s stepmother was found dead at the bottom of the
            stairwell outside her top-floor apartment on December 17, four and a half years earlier. (Cruelty of April, Steven noted, had coincidentally come out two weeks before that, buried by the publisher as an early-December release.)
         

         
         “What lines of inquiry did your department pursue regarding the cause of death?” the DA asked.

         
         “At first we believed it was an accidental fall,” said Viklund. “But based on the position of the arms and body, and that
            she was not wearing shoes, we considered if she was bent over at the top of the stairs when she fell.”
         

         
         “Did you later refine this theory?”

         
         “Yes,” the chief said. “Our theory was that someone pushed her.”

         
         The jurors, professionally blank so far, couldn’t quite hide their shock.

         
         Steven couldn’t, either. Pushing someone to her death somehow felt more primitive than using a weapon.

         
         “In your theory, how was it done?” Robinson asked.

         
         There were footprints around the stairs and to the side of the door, Viklund said. Their theory was that someone left a package,
            rang the bell, and waited to the side; when Ms. Hagen opened the door and went to retrieve the package, that person came up
            behind and pushed her.
         

         
         Robinson let the image sink in.

         
         “And how did the defendant fit into all this?” he asked.

         
         Viklund said Astrid’s last contact with her stepmother had been nine months earlier. She hadn’t returned to Grimstad since
            then, but that week she was staying at a youth hostel nearby during university break. She’d seen friends, but no one could
            place her at the estimated time of death the night before, and she could have retained a key to her stepmother’s building
            from when she’d lived there.
         

         
         “What led you to focus on Ms. Ødegaard?” the prosecutor asked.

         
         Viklund testified that lab reports had found skin cells consistent with hers on the wall near the apartment door, and there
            were footprints in the area.
         

         
         “No further questions,” Robinson said.

         
         Haskins rose as slowly as a bloodied boxer answering the bell for the twelfth round.

         
         “Mr. Viklund, was a package or anything similar found in or around the apartment building?” he asked.

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         “Is it possible Ms. Hagen was simply walking downstairs, perhaps to get the mail, and fell to her death?”

         
         “It is possible,” he said. “But I would not go downstairs in my socks to get the mail in December.”

         
         “And those skin cells—could they have been left during a visit nine months earlier, when Ms. Ødegaard had retrieved her belongings?” Haskins asked. 

         
         “Yes,” said Viklund.

         
         “Any fingerprints, hair, or blood linking Ms. Ødegaard to the scene?”

         
         “With gloves and winter clothing, it is not difficult—”

         
         “Please answer the question. Did you find any other forensic evidence tying her there?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “What shoe size does the defendant wear?”

         
         “She wears European size thirty-nine.”

         
         “That’s equivalent to a US size of a women’s eight and a half,” Haskins said. “How about the footprints? What were they?”

         
         “We determined they were from men’s boots, size forty-four.”

         
         “That’s around a US men’s eleven,” Haskins said. “Ms. Ødegaard wears a women’s eight and a half. That’s about one and a third
            inches longer, and also wider. No boots matching the footprints were ever found, were they?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Is it possible they were worn by someone else—say, a deliveryman—at the time or earlier?”

         
         “It is possible.”

         
         “Was Ms. Ødegaard signed into her youth hostel the night in question?”

         
         “She was,” Viklund said. “But no witnesses said they saw her, and it was a large hostel that was not very organized. It would
            not be difficult to leave and enter without anyone seeing her.”
         

         
         “Again, please just answer my questions.” Haskins looked frustrated. “So it’s also possible she never left her room the entire
            night, is that correct?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did Ms. Ødegaard profit financially from Ms. Hagen’s death?”

         
         “No. Her stepmother’s assets went to a niece.”

         
         “Why did prosecutors decline to proceed, Mr. Viklund?”

         
         “The prosecutor did not think he had a strong enough case,” he said.

         
         “Because of a lack of additional forensic evidence, the fact that no witnesses could place Ms. Ødegaard at the scene of the
            incident, and the absence of a financial motive?” Haskins asked.
         

         
         “That is correct,” said the police chief.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 39

         
         “Arrest me for murder once, shame on you,” Gradinger said as they conferred during the recess, backing up Steven’s gut reaction.
            “Arrest me twice, shame on me.”
         

         
         “But they dropped the charges,” Steven feebly pointed out.

         
         “Not this time. And she had the balls to use it in her novel! Same setup, too.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “She lured her out there with a package,” he said. “Just like the hang-up call to Lucy.”

         
         “They didn’t find a package,” Steven said. “That was just their theory. And the jury was told not to view it as proof of guilt.”

         
         “Guess what? I may have killed my stepmother,” Gradinger said. “Oh, sorry, can you actually not think about that? Yeah, doesn’t
            work. She’s definitely going down. Huge mistake by that numbnuts lawyer opening the door. Never said this before in my life, but I’ve got to read that novel.”
         

         
         Before he walked out, Gradinger turned.

         
         “I know this week’s been shit,” he said. “But once you show the world that you know you made a mistake and you’re in grief,
            it’ll get better.”
         

         
         

         When Steven took the stand, the only certain way for Astrid to avoid eye contact was to lower her head. She’d done so for his first testimony, but maybe now she’d send him a signal that she still wanted his help. 

         
         She looked at her lap.

         
         This went beyond courtroom appearances. She was through with him. Even if she had a shot at acquittal—which she didn’t—he
            wouldn’t dare stake his reputation to win her back.
         

         
         “Mr. Hammer, can you describe your state of mind when you wrote texts to the defendant such as ‘I really do dream of moving
            to a fishing village in Norway with you’?” Robinson asked.
         

         
         That goddamn phrase was going to follow him around the rest of his life. (The meme, an unfortunate photo outside the courthouse
            in which he had a thin mustache of sweat above his slack-jawed mouth, also showed no sign of abating.)
         

         
         “I’d say I was caught up in the moment when I wrote a text like that,” Steven said. “It did not reflect my true feelings.”

         
         “And what were your true feelings?”

         
         Steven was now versed enough in legal dynamics that he expected some kind of objection from the defense. But Haskins slumped
            in his chair, his body language a preview of the impending verdict. Next to him, Astrid coughed quietly.
         

         
         “I felt very conflicted and guilty about what I was doing,” he said. “I never viewed our relationship as anything serious.”

         
         “Did you envision a future with the defendant?”

         
         Astrid coughed again, harder.

         
         “No. I could never break up my family like that. I know our marriage had problems, but I loved my wife.”

         
         “Mr. Hammer, three days before your wife died, you texted at the vacation house, ‘We will be together again soon,’ and the
            defendant wrote, ‘Yes. Once the impediment is out of the way.’ What does ‘the impediment’ refer to here?”
         

         
         Steven looked down. “Lucy,” he said quietly.

         
         “And how about ‘out of the way’?”

         
         “It just meant once Lucy wasn’t living under the same roof with us full-time.”

         
         Robinson nodded, giving the jury time to assume the most nefarious of intentions.

         
         “Some people might argue that a husband who refers to his wife as ‘the impediment’ isn’t exactly a loving spouse. What do
            you say to that?”
         

         
         Steven had asked Gradinger to try to get this question removed as part of his grand jury negotiation, but he’d been unsuccessful.

         
         “I was clearly looking for some kind of temporary escape from my life,” he said. “‘Impediment’ was a stupid metaphor for that.
            I regret using it.”
         

         
         It was even more shaming to state that here than it had been at grand jury.

         
         “Did you ever discuss your future plans with Ms. Ødegaard?” Robinson asked.

         
         “I told Ms. Ødegaard—”

         
         There was more coughing from Astrid. Steven waited for her to stop, but she didn’t. Tears were streaming down her crimson
            face. Haskins offered her a glass of water. She tried to drink but immediately spat it up.
         

         
         “I am sorry,” she choked, the first words she’d said aloud the entire trial.

         
         As the hacking continued, the judge said, “Let’s take a recess so the defendant can receive medical attention.”

         
         The court officer escorted Astrid out through her usual private door. As Steven left to use the restroom, Gradinger stopped
            him, vape in hand.
         

         
         “You’re on the home stretch,” he said. “Half an hour more, and you can go back to your kids.”

         
         After fifteen minutes, Astrid returned, the coughing fit now under control. She sat at her table with her blazer off and her
            sleeves rolled up to the elbows, sipping from a paper cup of tea.
         

         
         The judge looked at a clock in the courtroom. It was near day’s end.

         
         “Let’s pick this up Monday morning,” the judge said.

         
         Steven was frustrated. He’d hoped this would be his final task, but now he had to get through the weekend before retaking
            the stand and spurring yet another round of speculation and ridicule.
         

         
         The judge told him to stay put. Once the jury had gone, an officer cuffed Astrid in front and escorted her to her exit past
            the witness stand.
         

         
         As she passed him, with her hands restrained, she rubbed at her right wrist.

         
         Her forearm had a new tattoo—geometric, maybe letters—but she was gone before he could see what it was.

         
         What endured longer was the miasma of her scent, more potent than ever, compounded either by the unhygienic conditions of
            jail or by the fact that he hadn’t smelled it in over a year. Despite everything he now thought about her—what had come out
            in the trial, how he viewed their relationship in retrospect, the ever-stronger possibility that she had killed his wife—he
            still longed for it, like a man in a desert who’s lost his canteen, delirious for an oasis that may be a mirage.
         

         
         Maybe she’d faked her coughing fit to stall his testimony. Then flashed him her tattoo, the message he’d been looking for
            all week, though he hadn’t been able to decipher it.
         

         
         She still wanted his help.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 40

         
         To duck the media circus over the weekend—and not subject his kids to it—Steven holed up in a chain hotel off the interstate
            near town, ordering limp salads he hardly ate to his room with a view of the parking lot.
         

         
         He broke his media diet and binge-read coverage of the trial Friday night and all day Saturday. Like Gradinger, everyone was
            predicting a slam-dunk conviction thanks to Astrid’s arrest history, bolstered by testimony from the translator (whose social
            media sobriquet was now “the Hot Translator”).
         

         
         i was an au pair, declared a Times opinion headline. the guiltiest parties in this whole travesty are fathers like steven hammer.
         

         
         

         Her scent from the courtroom lingered. Their affair had lasted only a few months, but it rewired him, and nothing about the
            trial—including her arrest—could undo its effects. Even if anyone wanted him after this, he doubted he could feel anything
            for a woman who wasn’t Astrid. He would always be desiring her, yearning for those long mornings and afternoons in the apartment,
            wondering if her attraction had been the real thing or just a ruse.
         

         
         He trawled through old photos and videos on his phone, hoping to resolve this question by analyzing a glimpse of Astrid in some of the shots that featured the kids. He carefully reviewed all the ones taken on their vacation, when she was last in their lives without this black cloud overhead. The only times she appeared were in a video of them playing soccer and a picture of them eating at the diner shortly before their restroom escapade. 

         
         But something else made him pause.

         
         

         On Sunday afternoon, after ensuring no media were camped outside his hotel, he drove to the county jail. It was a new-looking
            building, which made him feel better about what she’d endured. The food was probably tolerable, the heat worked, fewer rats.
         

         
         His lawyer would, with a few choice words, strongly advise against what he was doing, but from what he could ascertain online,
            it wasn’t illegal, and besides, he wasn’t the one on trial here.
         

         
         He was surprised how easy it was to request a visit: show ID, fill out a form, empty pockets. The bored-looking guard who
            paused her sudoku to sign him in registered no familiarity with his name.
         

         
         A sign at the desk read: all visits are monitored and recorded.
         

         
         Whether she’d consent to see him was another question.

         
         

         He soon got his answer.

         
         “Through those doors,” the guard told Steven after the pat-down and metal detector. “You get fifteen minutes.”

         
         

         Steven sat on a metal stool bolted to the floor, facing a transparent partition with privacy dividers and black handsets.
            No one else in the row of visitors looked like him, a Brooklyn novelist in two-hundred-dollar selvedge denim. No one on the
            other side, all in orange jumpsuits, looked anything like Astrid.
         

         
         He waited for what seemed like half the allotted time, each passing minute convincing him that she’d reconsidered seeing him—or
            she was torturing him by pretending to have accepted his request.
         

         
         But then she appeared through a door, walked over to her stool, picked up her phone, and looked at him blankly.

         
         Though he’d been thinking of nothing else since the previous night, he was still unsure of what to say. A year in jail hadn’t
            dimmed her beauty up close. Even the garish orange of her jumpsuit brought out her youthful sheen, like a piece of unbruised
            fruit still on the tree.
         

         
         If she’d sent him any kind of appeal in the courtroom, she wasn’t sending one now.

         
         Astrid broke the stalemate.

         
         “Why did you come?” she asked, her voice tinny on the line.

         
         “My lawyer told me defendants in your position rarely take the stand,” he said. “So I wanted to hear you out. If you’d be
            willing to talk.”
         

         
         Their conversation could be played back in court, and her lawyer had surely warned her not to say anything incriminating to
            anyone, visitors or other inmates. But at least he could judge her face when she made her denials.
         

         
         “You want to hear from me,” she said. “The day before you testify. After I have been in jail for almost a year.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said. “About everything. My lawyer told me if I paid your bail, or for your lawyer, or refused to cooperate
            with the prosecution, they might try to say I’d . . .”
         

         
         “My lawyer explained it to me,” she said.

         
         It would be pointless—and legally dicey—to tell her that, so long as she was acquitted, he still wanted to be with her. She
            wasn’t happy to see him, and she wasn’t going to be acquitted.
         

         
         “When my mother died, I was not much older than Sophie,” Astrid said. “It was the tragedy of my life. I would never deprive
            her and Caleb of their mother. I loved them as if they were my own children.” She searched his eyes for a reaction. “You still
            do not believe me?”
         

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me about your stepmother?” he asked.

         
         “It was a horrible time for me,” she said. “I do not like talking about it. It is like living through it again.”

         
         “You still could’ve told me,” he said. “We didn’t have to talk about it.”

         
         She shook her head. “You would not have let me continue to work for you, to take care of your children. No one would. I could
            never tell anyone.”
         

         
         He didn’t argue.

         
         “You didn’t tell me about your novel, either. Or even that you’d changed your name,” he said. “I don’t even know if what you
            felt for me was real.”
         

         
         “Of course it was real!” she said, loudly enough that a guard behind her gave her a warning.

         
         She appeared sincere, but so had everything else she’d said to him.

         
         “Did you actually like my books?” he asked.

         
         It was so beside the point, as Brian had observed, yet somehow more important than anything.

         
         She didn’t answer for a long beat.

         
         “Yes,” she said. “Even now.”

         
         It was quite possible she was still snowing him, and he, the onetime handsome-enough, well-heeled literary star whose looks
            and bank account and career were all dwindling rapidly, was so hard up that she thought he’d swallow whatever she fed him.
         

         
         “I don’t know if I can believe you anymore,” he said. “About anything.”

         
         The guard tapped Astrid on the shoulder. Her wolfish blue eyes were glassy and distant. She looked resigned to spending the
            rest of her life in a place like this.
         

         
         She stood without saying goodbye. Then, just before she walked off, she rolled her baggy right sleeve up near her shoulder.
            Stretching from her forearm to her biceps, in small, precise lettering, was the tattoo he hadn’t been able to see clearly
            in the courtroom, six words bisected by the crook of her elbow:
         

         
         
            she was his alpha and omega

         

         She waited for him to read it before leaving. Steven was confused by the phrase and her decision to show it to him—twice.

         
         As she exited, it hit him. Cruelty of April—the deathbed scene between Henry and his mother that Astrid had said made her cry, right after he kisses her on the head,
            just before she dies.
         

         
         A sentence hardly anyone had read, that the author himself had barely remembered writing, that he’d worried, at the time,
            was too maudlin by half. A line only his greatest fan would get inked.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 41

         
         As Steven resumed his testimony Monday morning, Judge Flint had the jury step out. Her demeanor, unwaveringly stern throughout
            the trial, was particularly forbidding.
         

         
         “Mr. Hammer, it has come to my attention that you visited Ms. Ødegaard in jail yesterday,” she said. “While not unlawful,
            contacting the defendant during trial outside counsel’s presence is highly inappropriate. The court will review the recording
            outside the jury’s presence. Any further breaches of protocol will result in more severe consequences. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “I do, Your Honor,” he said. “I apologize.”

         
         The jury returned. Robinson, too, looked peeved by Steven’s actions. He asked the purpose of his visit.

         
         “I wanted to see how she was doing,” he said.

         
         “That’s it? Just checking in on her?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Robinson didn’t press further or request audio or a transcript of their conversation, presumably because it might be sympathetic
            to Astrid, allowing her to indirectly defend herself to the jury without risk of cross-examination. He recapped where they’d
            left off on Friday and re-posed the question that Astrid’s coughing fit had prevented Steven from answering: “Did you ever
            discuss your future plans with Ms. Ødegaard?”
         

         
         “We discussed it once,” Steven said. “She agreed.”

         
         Following the script of their grand jury exchange, Robinson then asked Steven to recount the events of the night of Lucy’s death, leading up to their discussion in the bedroom. He went through the questions about whether Lucy had used the hot tub before and if she had packed a swimsuit. Steven gave the same responses. 

         
         Robinson reached the central question. “Mr. Hammer, did your wife ever say or suggest that she was going to use the hot tub
            that night?”
         

         
         Steven leaned into the microphone and licked his dry lips. When he’d proposed to Lucy (Delaware, beach, sunset), though he
            knew she would say yes, he’d felt profoundly nervous, conscious that there were few declarations in one’s life that would
            forever alter it, and this was perhaps the paramount one.
         

         
         This felt bigger.

         
         He saw those six words again etched into Astrid’s delicate skin.

         
         “Yes,” he said.

         
         Robinson had been looking at the jury. His head whipped around. “Excuse me?”

         
         “Yes,” Steven repeated. “She said she was going to use the hot tub that night.”

         
         The prosecutor cocked his head in disbelief for a few seconds.

         
         “Your remarks differ from your grand jury testimony and from what you told the police the day after your wife’s death.”

         
         He returned to his table, flipped through a folder, and read aloud Steven’s earlier statements: that Lucy hadn’t said she
            would use the hot tub and that he wouldn’t have expected her to, given her early business call the next morning.
         

         
         “Do you recall saying that?” he asked.

         
         What he was doing would separate him from his children for a significant chunk of time. It would stain his name forever. It
            was irrational, self-sabotaging, selfish.
         

         
         It was also the only way to free Astrid.

         
         “Yes,” Steven said.

         
         “So, Mr. Hammer, what do you now say she told you?”
         

         
         “After our daughter came in with her nightmare and I volunteered to take care of her, Lucy said she was going to go in the
            hot tub,” Steven said calmly. “When I pointed out that she had a call in the morning, she said it wasn’t fair that I got to
            relax in the hot tub all vacation while she had to work.”
         

         
         Robinson was clearly trying to keep his anger in check. “Mr. Hammer, your testimony today directly contradicts your prior sworn statements. You understand you’re still under oath, correct?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And what has brought about this remarkable change in testimony?”

         
         “I was previously attempting to create as much distance from the defendant as possible, due to our affair, to protect my reputation,”
            Steven said. “And so I withheld these remarks during my grand jury testimony.”
         

         
         Robinson silently laughed and folded his arms. “Based on this testimony, it would appear you’re not worried about a lack of
            distance from her now.”
         

         
         “Objection, argumentative,” Haskins said as he stood.

         
         “Sustained,” the judge said.

         
         “Your Honor, leave to treat the witness as hostile,” Robinson said.

         
         The judge allowed it, in effect permitting him to cross-examine his own witness, with instructions to the jury to “carefully
            consider the witness’s own admitted inconsistency when evaluating his credibility.”
         

         
         “So, Mr. Hammer, what could have possibly changed your mind in going from distancing yourself from the defendant to now backing up her assertions?” the prosecutor
            asked.
         

         
         “I don’t pretend to know what happened outside that night,” Steven said. “But I decided I couldn’t help send Ms. Ødegaard
            to jail with false testimony. And I know that what Lucy said to me that night was consistent with Ms. Ødegaard’s remarks.”
         

         
         “Could you understand why it sounds a little dubious, Mr. Hammer, that you suddenly had a change of heart about the defendant, with whom you had an affair, less than twenty-four hours after the two of you had a private jail visit?” 

         
         “I could.”

         
         “And could you understand why, after we reviewed a text message from the deceased to her friend in which she expressed her
            visceral distaste for hot tubs, it might be difficult to take your word on this particular matter?”
         

         
         “I can,” he said. “But you don’t have to take my word. You can take hers.”

         
         Steven took his phone out of his pocket. Though phones weren’t allowed in the courtroom, no one had asked for his, perhaps
            one of the perks of his newfound fame.
         

         
         “I’d be happy to show the court something that will back up my statement,” he said.

         
         Before he could do anything, Robinson walked toward him quickly, like a parent snatching a knife from a toddler.

         
         “Objection!” he shouted. “This is an improper attempt to introduce evidence. The defense has not disclosed this, and it has not been authenticated. I move to strike this immediately.”
         

         
         “Mr. Hammer, this is not how evidence is introduced, and phones must be surrendered to security,” Judge Flint said, her second reprimand of the day.
            “Officer, confiscate it. Counsel, approach.”
         

         
         As the gallery buzzed, a glowering Robinson and an animated Haskins spoke with the judge for several minutes. The prosecutor
            had trouble keeping his voice down.
         

         
         Steven had been strangely calm after his big moment, but now that it was over and he saw the ruckus he’d created, his heartbeat
            was skittering. He kept his eyes on his lap.
         

         
         “We’ll take this up in chambers,” the judge said.

         
         

         As the judge and the lawyers conferred in chambers and the court stood in recess, Steven waited in a room with the court officer, who had handed off his phone to another officer. The cramped, windowless space looked like a prison cell. 

         
         He’d lied under oath and publicly defended his wife’s alleged murderer. In one fell swoop he’d voided the protections of his
            immunity and destroyed his reputation. His freedom would be taken, his momentarily resurrected career buried again, his children
            retraumatized—all so he could save her.
         

         
         And it might not even work.

         
         Could he claim he’d been seduced by Astrid in their meeting, plead temporary insanity? It was true, more or less, an irrationality
            that had now stretched out over a year, that would, he feared, continue for the rest of his life, and since he was powerless
            to stop it, he’d surrendered to it.
         

         
         After fifteen minutes he was called into Judge Flint’s chambers, where she sat with Robinson and Haskins.

         
         “Mr. Hammer, unlock your phone,” she said. “The court will review the evidence outside your presence with counsel.”

         
         He queued it up for them and stepped out with the court officer. He was allowed to meet his lawyer in the same room as before.

         
         “What the fuck?” were Gradinger’s first words.

         
         “Sorry,” Steven said.

         
         “Don’t apologize to me. Apologize to your kids. You chose the fucking babysitter over them. You understand you’re going to prison for perjury, right?”
         

         
         Steven felt the full-body shame of his actions as spelled out by a legal authority, wondering how he would explain this to
            his children, how he’d explain it when they got older and better understood what it meant, what it said about their father.
         

         
         “Can I recant what I said?” he asked. “Or ask them not to submit the evidence?”

         
         “You can recant, but you still committed perjury—can’t unring that bell,” Gradinger said. “The defense will want to see what’s on your phone. And even if the judge allows it, there’s no guarantee it’ll acquit her.” He palmed his forehead. “All for a piece of ass. You’re a smart guy. I thought you had more sense than that.” 

         
         “Guess not,” Steven said.

         
         “What is it, anyway?” Gradinger asked. “Actually, don’t tell me. If the judge doesn’t admit it and it leaks, I don’t want
            anything to do with it.”
         

         
         

         Judge Flint remained in chambers for a lengthy recess. Finally, in the late afternoon, the court was recalled into session,
            and Steven returned to the witness stand.
         

         
         “After careful deliberation,” the judge began, “the court finds the evidence on the witness’s phone to be relevant, properly
            authenticated, and admissible under a hearsay exception. It will be received.”
         

         
         The gallery rustled with anticipation.

         
         “Mr. Robinson, do you wish to continue your questioning of the witness?” she asked.

         
         The prosecutor shot Steven a hard look. “No, Your Honor,” he said.

         
         “Does the defense wish to cross-examine the witness?”

         
         Haskins practically leapt out of his chair. After establishing the context for a video from Steven’s phone, he had the clerk
            mark it as an exhibit, and it played on the courtroom monitor.
         

         
         It was the video of Steven coaxing Sophie into saying “Ah, this is the life” in the hot tub. She refused. Then, still recording,
            the camera jerked violently as Lucy interrupted them, though the framing was of the woods, not of her. She asked how the hot
            tub was. Steven suggested she join them. Lucy said she’d forgotten to pack a swimsuit and that Astrid would be back soon.
         

         
         A few seconds after his last invitation, Lucy’s final words of their exchange played as her hand slipped into frame and into the water: “I have a call in ten, anyway. Wish I could. It feels nice.” 

         
         “‘Wish I could. It feels nice,’” Haskins repeated. “Not exactly something you say, while putting your hand in the water, about
            a hot tub you find ‘gross.’”
         

         
         

         Robinson, out of witnesses, rested after Steven stepped down, though not before griping again about the surprise video. The
            defense rested as well, keen to end on the high note.
         

         
         The judge scheduled closing arguments for the next morning.

         
         Steven didn’t get a chance to speak to Gradinger; the media mobbed him the moment he stepped outside.

         
         “Well,” Gradinger said on the phone once Steven was back in his hotel room, “that was a hell of a stunt you pulled. Still
            fucking stupid, but a hell of a stunt. Why didn’t you say anything about the video from the start?”
         

         
         “I didn’t remember it myself till I saw it looking through old photos over the weekend,” Steven said. “Why do you think the
            police didn’t flag it?”
         

         
         “Because Lucy doesn’t show up till the end. The cops don’t have time to watch every second of every video. They’re skimming
            thumbnails.”
         

         
         “Do you think it’ll make a difference with the jury?” Steven asked.

         
         “The video doesn’t prove she went in the hot tub,” Gradinger told him. “But it contradicts her ‘hot tubs are gross’ text. Her hand even goes in. That’s
            reasonable doubt. And even if she said it just to guilt-trip you—and it’s exactly the kind of passive-aggressive bullshit my wife would say—it still undercuts their theory.”
         

         
         Steven heard him drag on his vape.

         
         “This whole time I figured the nanny was lying about the hot tub, even before the stepmother arrest came out,” Gradinger went on. “But now, whether or not you’re bullshitting everyone about what your wife said to you that night—and don’t ever tell me if you are—I honestly don’t know what the hell to think.” 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 42

         
         Steven turned off his phone to deflect the fusillade of texts and calls from reporters who’d found his number. He barely slept
            that night in his hotel room, second-guessing his gambit, fearing that, even with the supporting video, all he’d done was
            shred his credibility and that Astrid would still end up convicted. And whatever the verdict, his children would one day understand
            that he’d chosen his mistress over their mother—and, as Gradinger had said, over them.
         

         
         After closing arguments, the judge dismissed the jury for deliberation, and Steven returned to his hotel to wait. Gradinger
            said the longer the jury took, the better for the defense; a verdict within a day likely meant guilty.
         

         
         

         It took them four hours to reach a verdict.

         
         

         Steven took his seat behind the prosecution, buffered from Lucy’s parents.

         
         Fifteen minutes later, Astrid was escorted in. She stared straight ahead.

         
         The jury had already made their decision. He’d visited her in jail. And he’d perjured himself to save her. She had nothing
            to lose by looking at him, by expressing her gratitude, yet she still wouldn’t.
         

         
         He was going to prison for a girl who didn’t care about him—who maybe never really had. And despite what he’d done, she’d still be convicted. 

         
         The jury filed in, nothing in their expressions or body language giving away the verdict. From his angle, he could see that
            Astrid’s eyes were closed.
         

         
         “Does the jury find the defendant guilty or not guilty of the charge of murder in the second degree?” the judge asked.

         
         “On the charge of murder in the second degree,” the foreperson said, seeming to relish the dramatic tension, “we find the
            defendant not guilty.”
         

         
         A clamor arose in the courtroom. Three seats away, Lucy’s mother wailed.

         
         Astrid and Haskins hugged. Her shoulders quivered with her sobbing, her first show of emotion the entire trial, and when she
            was released from his grip, her cheeks were scarlet.
         

         
         But this wasn’t her inept lawyer’s doing. Steven’s perjury, his discovery of the video—he’d given the jury reasonable doubt. His sacrifice had won her freedom. She’d recognize that.
         

         
         They could be together again. They would be.

         
         The judge demanded quiet. She thanked the jury for their service and dismissed them.

         
         “It has come to the court’s attention that the defendant’s visa has expired during the course of her detention and this trial,”
            she said. “She will be taken into immigration custody. Court is now adjourned.”
         

         
         He hadn’t even thought about her visa.

         
         No sooner had Astrid been declared a free woman than the court officer escorted her out of the courtroom and into another
            form of detention.
         

         
         She didn’t look back.
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            Chapter 43

         
         The public was split on whether Astrid really had done it, but everyone agreed on one thing: Steven’s video had pried open
            a sliver of doubt. (The Times: how a stray remark about the hot tub exonerated the au pair.) They accurately conjectured that he’d backed the defendant in hopes of being with her again and criticized him for putting
            her freedom above the well-being of his children. (He stopped looking at social media once he saw #FuckStevenHammer trending.)
         

         
         He figured he should wait for her to contact him, not complicate whatever immigration process she faced. Her “small amount
            of possessions” had been seized by the police, so he didn’t need to send anything to her.
         

         
         Three days after the verdict, he called her lawyer to ask what was happening.

         
         “She flew back to Norway yesterday—voluntarily,” he said. That was all Haskins knew.

         
         Maybe she didn’t want to reach out until she was resettled. He’d give her some time.

         
         

         Robinson moved fast and charged Steven with perjury. Gradinger said the best play was a plea for a reduced sentence. After negotiation—as a first-time, nonviolent offender and sole guardian—he got eighteen months at a minimum-security prison upstate. With good behavior, his lawyer told him, he’d be out in a year. 

         
         He arranged for Sophie and Caleb to move in with his brother’s family in California, where they might dodge some gossip about
            their father. Steven would call weekly and write more often, but there would be no visits. He wouldn’t let them see him in
            a prison uniform.
         

         
         His brother flew in so he could take the kids back with him, as the court kept Steven in-state until he reported. He accompanied
            them to the airport.
         

         
         “I don’t want to live with Uncle Tim,” Caleb complained as Steven walked them to the security line.

         
         “We discussed this, Cay,” Steven said, though he hadn’t fully explained what was happening to Caleb, only to Sophie. “I have
            to go away for a little while.”
         

         
         “But where are you going?”
         

         
         “I told you, it’s called a rehabilitation facility,” Steven said. “It’s to help grown-ups—”

         
         “He’s going to jail,” Sophie said. “Because he lied.”

         
         “No, Sophie, I didn’t lie. I committed what’s called perjury in court, because I made a mistake and said two different things.”

         
         “And one of them was a lie. Olivia said so.”

         
         “Sometimes grown-ups make mistakes,” he said.

         
         He felt their complicated emotions in the heat of their little bodies as he pulled them toward his chest.

         
         “I love you both more than anything in the world,” he said. “You’re the most important thing to me. You know that.”

         
         He let go and took a step back. Sophie looked away.

         
         He didn’t hold her chilliness against her. She’d been glad Astrid was found not guilty, but it didn’t make up for the news
            that he’d imprisoned himself.
         

         
         “Goodbye, Daddy,” Caleb said with a small wave.

         
         Steven held it together until their backs were turned; then he stepped behind a pillar.

         
         

         A few days before he reported to prison, he caved and sent a terse message to Astrid with his prison address, adding that
            he’d love to hear from her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 44

         
         She didn’t reply.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 45

         
         Astrid’s silence convinced him she hadn’t done it. If she’d coveted Lucy’s life enough to kill for it, she would have reached
            out the moment she was acquitted, or at least once she landed in Norway. So she’d been innocent all along, had been wounded
            by his initial refusal to stand by her, and his final pivot hadn’t made up for it.
         

         
         Or maybe she had killed her—premeditated, in self-defense, or in a blind panic—and, acquitted, never wanted to see him or set foot on American
            soil again.
         

         
         Either way, had he defended her from the start, the defense could have called him and played the video, she’d have been found
            not guilty, and they’d be together. Or if he’d just repeated his grand jury testimony, he’d be in Brooklyn alone, but the
            world would have seen a widower who’d made a mistake yet still deserved a second chance. Instead, by playing it both ways,
            he’d earned the contempt of absolutely everyone and lost the three people who mattered most.
         

         
         He’d sent himself to prison for nothing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 46

         
         He was permitted the dignity of self-surrender, so Brian drove him upstate to what was, technically, a minimum-security annex,
            without perimeter fencing, on the grounds of a medium-security facility.
         

         
         Life there was more hospitable than he could’ve hoped for. None of the sixty-seven nonviolent offenders, running the gamut
            from white-collar criminals to low-level drug dealers, frightened him; everyone wanted to accrue “good time” credits and get
            out early. He slept in an open dormitory, not a cell. His bunkmate, Nathan, was a Cornell graduate and jazz aficionado. The
            guards were relatively relaxed, even friendly at times, and they occasionally refereed the inmates’ basketball and soccer
            games. The rec room had Ping-Pong and foosball. Steven prepped meals, washed dishes, mopped floors, folded laundry, trimmed
            hedges. He felt more useful than he had in some time, a functioning part of a community.
         

         
         The prison’s library of donated, tattered paperbacks consisted mostly of crime novels, a genre he’d snubbed aside from Cain,
            Chandler, and Highsmith. Out of desperation, he picked up a pulpy one by a name he didn’t know. He found himself more absorbed
            than with most literary fiction he’d tried lately; it had more to say about the midcentury American character than suggested
            by its cover of a buxom brunette wreathed in cigarette smoke.
         

         
         He finished it and checked out a second potboiler, then another, and soon he was reading more voraciously than he had in years. If you could look past the occasional implausibility and baked-in misogyny, they made the time pass. 

         
         Every day at mail call he checked for a letter from his kids, and for another that never came.

         
         

         Four months in, he finally had a visitor. Brian drove up in the Range Rover Steven had let him use in his absence. (His father
            was now too infirm to travel.)
         

         
         Steven said his weekly calls to his children made him miss them more. Caleb wasn’t an adept phone conversationalist, and Sophie
            mumbled through his questions about her new school and California. He worried they’d be different people by the time he saw
            them again—and that he’d poisoned his relationship with his daughter for good.
         

         
         They changed the subject.

         
         “I still think about her,” he admitted. It was more than that: he fantasized about her before falling asleep, had wet dreams
            for the first time in years. He was scared he’d never let go, that she’d occupy his mind forever—a life sentence.
         

         
         “I’ve been wondering how to tell you this,” Brian said. “She sold her novel.”

         
         Before he’d sold his first novel, news of an acquaintance’s book deal left him jealous and deflated. This was a kick in the
            stomach.
         

         
         “In Norway?” he asked.

         
         “Elsewhere, too,” Brian said. “I wanted to give you some warning before you got out. It looks like it might be a big deal.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 47

         
         As Gradinger predicted, he was released early, the next July, for good behavior.

         
         Bearing gifts, he arrived at his brother’s house in California to pick up the kids. Caleb ran to the door and leaped into
            his arms, jabbering about Star Wars, which he’d just seen for the first time. Steven had been hoping to introduce it to his son himself. (His brother had given
            him a heads-up; one present was a lightsaber.)
         

         
         Sophie clung to the banister, threading her feet through the gaps between the spindles.

         
         “Soph?” he said. “Can I get a hug?”

         
         “Okay,” she said, but stayed put.

         
         He came over and hugged her. Her body went limp in his arms.

         
         

         He’d grown a beard in prison, and hardly anyone recognized him now on the street. The acquittal and passage of time had dampened
            the media’s fascination, and they’d moved on to fresh scandals.
         

         
         Waiting for the doors to open on the first day of school, Steven saw Jennifer, the sitcom mom who’d previously offered to
            set him up with women.
         

         
         He was lonely, more than when he’d been single in the past—lonesome without Astrid, of course, but even without Lucy. Memories,
            singular and habitual, flitted in. That night after the Cruelty of April takedown in the Times, when she bought the reviewer’s own novel and they tore out its pages. The way she’d make chocolate chip cookies for the kids and lick the bowl as ravenously as they did. How sometimes during TV, she’d rest a hand on the back of his head and absentmindedly run her fingers through his hair. 

         
         Maybe it wasn’t the marriage of the century, but it had its moments.

         
         Steven edged over to Jennifer.

         
         “Hi,” he said.

         
         She gave him the snippiest of smiles and steered her daughter away.

         
         

         He soon stopped trying with the other parents, who shunned him with more tact. (“That’s Steven Hammer,” he sometimes heard
            in whispers.) Even Nolan and Genevieve barely nodded in the elevator. As for work, Brian apologized: the dean wouldn’t allow
            him to rehire Steven.
         

         
         Both kids had wanted to leave California, but neither seemed glad to be back in Brooklyn. Every so often, Sophie would report
            a nasty comment about him from a classmate. Caleb wasn’t invited to any birthday parties or playdates.
         

         
         The kids deserved none of this. He deserved all of it.

         
         

         Astrid’s novel, the one scrutinized at trial, had indeed become the subject of an international bidding war. It was published
            that fall in Norway to rampant acclaim and sales. The English translation wouldn’t be out until the spring.
         

         
         Steven finally finished a draft of Big Boy and sent it to his agent. A month later, Adam scheduled a dinner with him at an upscale French restaurant, a propitious sign.
         

         
         “Well, I’m in suspense,” Steven said after he placed his order for the steamed cod with leeks.

         
         “It’s a very beautiful piece of writing,” Adam said. “And Caroline agrees.”

         
         “And?”

         
         Adam pursed his lips. “I’m sorry—she’s passing. She worries it’s a little quiet and not the explosive page-turner she needs
            to right the ship for you.”
         

         
         Maybe if he’d still had Astrid’s help, the artistic quality would’ve overcome these commercial concerns.

         
         “So we can send it elsewhere, right?” he asked. “If she thinks it’s beautiful writing, maybe others will, too.”

         
         “I took the liberty of sending it around to a number of houses, because I know how much this book means to you,” Adam said.
            “They all passed, too. I tried the publicity card, but your perjury conviction doesn’t seem to excite them in the same way.
            They say the public really only cares about sex and violence.”
         

         
         After a moment, Adam added, “You did get an offer for a tell-all book about you and Astrid. Not the most distinguished publisher,
            but it’s decent money. It could get your career back on track.”
         

         
         “No,” he said. He’d put Sophie and Caleb through enough already.

         
         

         Steven asked Lucy’s estate lawyer about taking over childcare and drawing a salary from the earmarked funds. He was told he
            could, provided he took it on full-time and refrained from outside paid work; even self-publishing would count.
         

         
         It wasn’t a difficult decision. He’d become a stay-at-home dad for now—or, as he joked to Brian, the au père—and make up for lost time and lost trust.
         

         
         

         Filling the space of writing was food. Specifically pastries, which he treated himself to from a bakery down the block after dropping the kids off at school—buttery, flaky croissants and pains au chocolat, the French names persuading him they weren’t that unhealthy, until he graduated to American decadence: saucer-size cookies,
            slabs of lemon lavender cake, salted caramel cupcakes. Then it wasn’t just drop-off, but midmorning, late afternoon, a second
            dessert once the kids were in bed. Without a reason to go to the university, his pickleball games with Brian ended, and he
            lost the will to keep up his workouts. He put on enough weight—waist, thighs, and for the first time, jowls—that he needed
            new clothes.
         

         
         His aunt Helen liked to say, “In times of stress, the fat get fatter and the thin get thinner.” No matter how much he starved
            himself or exercised, on some cellular level he was, indisputably, a member of the fat ranks.
         

         
         

         Then one rainy day in January, after he’d finally accepted he’d never hear from her again, he received an email.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 48

         
         She was coming to New York later that month to do some advance publicity for her American publisher. She had some free time.
            She gave no reason for her year and a half of silence, or why she now wanted to see him.
         

         
         

         Astrid’s packed schedule prevented her from meeting during the days, so she’d suggested the bar in her hotel. Steven paid
            for a babysitter, a luxury he rarely indulged in on his childcare salary.
         

         
         He wore a baggy sweater to hide his midsection, though there was nothing he could do about the new folds on his face. Before
            leaving home, he took a shot of whiskey, and when he arrived at the bar ahead of her, he quickly downed another. He’d tell
            her everything, including that he’d lied about what Lucy had said. No—she was a literary darling now, wouldn’t want to revisit
            that horrible time. He’d tell her nothing.
         

         
         He caught her scent before he felt the tap on his shoulder.

         
         She wore jeans and a black sweater, more expensive-looking than the clothes she used to own, and looked a touch older than
            when he’d last seen her—she’d recently turned twenty-seven—but that might have just been a consequence of her new professional
            standing.
         

         
         There are a few people you meet in your life you can look at endlessly.

         
         He stood, nearly tipping his barstool over. They hugged awkwardly.

         
         Steven asked what she wanted to drink.

         
         “I have acquired a taste for Laphroaig,” she said.

         
         He ordered two of them, but when he reached for his wallet, she stopped him and gave the bartender her room number. “My publisher
            will pay,” she said.
         

         
         She was renting an apartment in Oslo, she said, and was under contract for a second novel she’d yet to begin. “This new life”
            of hers felt strange; upon entering any room among those in the know, she altered the atmosphere, a terrible side effect for
            an artist who thrived on observing others. Old friends were hard to talk to, and she suspected anyone new of wanting something
            from her.
         

         
         “Well,” he said, “people act oddly around me, my old friends no longer want to be friends, and anyone new just wants me to
            keep my distance.”
         

         
         He told her he was giving up writing—for now, but probably for good. She asked after the children. Caleb seemed okay; Sophie
            remained aloof.
         

         
         “Please tell her I think of her all the time,” she said. “But I understand if you do not want to talk about me.”

         
         He clinked his ice cubes, stalling. “Did you want to talk about the trial at all, or . . .”

         
         She shook her head. They were quiet. He sensed their reunion was coming to an anticlimactic conclusion.

         
         “I’m excited to read your novel,” he said. “I guess I’ll have to wait a few more months.”

         
         “I have galleys in my room,” she said. “If you would like one.”

         
         “Of course I would. Should I wait here while you grab it?”

         
         She downed her Scotch.

         
         “You can come up with me,” she said.

         
         

         They rode the elevator up without speaking. He put his hands in his pockets to still their fidgeting.

         
         Her publisher had shelled out for a suite with a marble desk and, through the open bathroom door, a freestanding tub. Astrid told him to wait while she retrieved the galley from the bedroom. 

         
         The Norwegian title was Barnepiken, which translated to The Nanny, but to capitalize on her renown her American publisher had titled it The Au Pair. She complained that it made it sound “like an erotic thriller.”
         

         
         “For a second I thought you said ‘a neurotic thriller,’” Steven said. “Which I’d be into. Especially if it were written by a satyrist.”
         

         
         He waited for her to get the joke, but that one was apparently too difficult to pick up on aurally—or else she’d just indulged
            his other dad puns.
         

         
         “Good cover, though,” he said. “Highbrow.” Blurbs from big names (including one who’d turned down a request from him for Cruelty of April) gushed about her “painterly eye.” “Want to sign my copy?”
         

         
         She found a pen and signed it. He hoped there’d be a note inside, but she’d simply crossed out her name and written, “To Steven.”

         
         “So what happens to the husband in it?” he asked.

         
         “He divorces his wife,” Astrid said.

         
         “I thought she . . .”

         
         “I changed that,” she said, as though it were an insignificant detail. “I decided I did not want a death to serve the plot
            in a trite manner.”
         

         
         He flipped through the first few pages. The book was dedicated to her mother.

         
         “Does he end up with the . . . the barnepiken?”
         

         
         “You will have to read it to find out.”

         
         “I’ll definitely read it. Just tell me if it’s a happy ending. I can’t handle being in suspense anymore.”

         
         “You once told me you prefer books that end sadly,” she said. “Not happily forever after.”

         
         He smiled at her malapropism. “Did I?”

         
         “You said happy endings are dishonest, because the author is claiming that things will work out for their characters even though most of the world is full of suffering, so it is as if they are saved only thanks to the author’s intervention. And that we are deluding ourselves when we feel good from an ending because we do not want to face reality outside of the book.” 

         
         He didn’t remember telling her this, but it was the sort of thing he’d believed.

         
         “That’s how I used to think,” he said. “But life is hard. For everyone. It’s a good thing to give people hope. Even if it’s
            delusional.”
         

         
         “I agree,” she said.

         
         “It seems like that’s where you’ve ended up yourself,” he said. “Happily forever after.”

         
         She shrugged. “I do not know about that.”

         
         “No? Being rich and famous isn’t all it’s cracked up to be?”

         
         He’d said it facetiously, but her smile disappeared. She teared up a little.

         
         “I’m sorry,” Steven said. “I didn’t mean to be glib.”

         
         Astrid wiped her cheeks. He wanted to blot the tears himself, as he would have not too long ago.

         
         “It has been a very lonely time,” she said.

         
         “I’m sorry, again,” he said. “It’s been a lonely time for me, too.”

         
         He thought about that statement, then added, “Not just lately. Maybe my whole life.”

         
         She nodded.

         
         “We are two people who were lonely their whole lives,” she said, “who made each other less lonely for a small amount of time.”

         
         It was this remark, not any of their flirtatious banter, that prompted him to kiss her, and when their bodies came together,
            it wasn’t out of a furnace of desire as before, but mutual desperation—two people clinging to each other on a lifeboat in
            the ocean, the only thing keeping them from going mad with thirst and isolation.
         

         
         They found their way to the bedroom. When she tried to take off his sweater, he stopped her.

         
         “I’ve gained some weight,” he said.

         
         “I do not care,” she told him.

         
         Despite his expanded dimensions, they still fitted together like they used to. He heard the magic word—Herregud—once again. And he smelled her without the obstructive layer of clothes.
         

         
         In the afterglow, as he savored the novelty and familiarity of her body, she broke the silence.

         
         “I wanted to reach out to you when you were in prison,” she said. “But . . .”

         
         “We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want,” he said.

         
         “Well, then,” Astrid said, “do you have a girlfriend these days?”

         
         He laughed. “Not at all. I’m guessing every man in Norway is chasing after you. Not that they weren’t before.”

         
         “I am indifferent to them.”

         
         “Because they want something from you, like everyone else?”

         
         “No,” she said. “Because they are not the author of Cruelty of April.”
         

         
         He chuckled and traced a finger along the new tattoo on her bare arm. “Part of me still thinks you’re joking.”

         
         She paused, and he worried it sounded like he’d cast doubt on her sincerity—and if he didn’t trust this, then it meant he
            didn’t believe in her innocence, either.
         

         
         “I was permitted to request one book when I was in custody in Norway,” she said. “I chose yours. I read it over and over.”

         
         A few years earlier, hearing she’d read his book repeatedly would have turned him on like nothing else. Now he felt a chill.

         
         “Why my book?” he asked.

         
         “I read it just before then, when it was published,” she said. “I could not stop thinking about it. I wanted something that
            would take me out of my head. I knew it would do it.”
         

         
         He hesitated, unsure how much more he wanted to learn.

         
         “Did it?”

         
         “Yes,” she said. “And that was what made me want to become a writer. To provide others who feel trapped in their minds with a connection to someone else. To a person who understands them like no one else does.” 

         
         She’d read his book—with its story line of a maternal death that had so deeply resonated for her—just before her arrest for
            murdering her stepmother.
         

         
         His book couldn’t have inspired her to do that. The charges had been dropped. It was just a coincidence.

         
         “I do not know what would have happened to me if I had not had your book with me,” she told him.

         
         But then she’d gone on to read it in custody repeatedly, compulsively, like some people read the Bible for comfort in prison.

         
         She turned her head, fixing him with the beam of her otherworldly blue eyes that he could gaze at forever.

         
         “You saved my life,” Astrid said.

         
         She was allowed only one book, and she’d chosen his.

         
         What else was she going to do in there but read it?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 49

         
         Astrid extended her hotel stay in New York—first a week, then a month.

         
         After the second postponement, he brought her to the apartment to see the kids. Caleb seemed not quite to remember her but
            warmed after she gave him a Lego set, his new obsession.
         

         
         Sophie’s present was a green dress with billowy white sleeves and a colorful floral pattern framing the top.

         
         “It is called a bunad,” Astrid said. “What Norwegian girls used to wear. Like a dirndl.”
         

         
         Sophie examined it. “It’s old-fashioned?”

         
         Astrid smiled. “It is exactly eighteen years old,” she said. “I know that because my mother sewed it for me when I was your
            age. And now I would like you to have it.”
         

         
         “Say thank you, Soph,” Steven nudged.

         
         “Thank you,” she said quietly.

         
         At dinner, Sophie stayed cool. It wasn’t going well. Even if she didn’t blame Astrid for her mother’s death, the case had
            upended her life.
         

         
         “Do you still like The Sound of Music?” Astrid asked when the meal was over. Sophie nodded. “Would you like to watch it with me?”
         

         
         “Now? We can’t watch on weeknights.” She looked at her father.

         
         “Just this once,” Steven said.

         
         They disappeared into her room while he did the dishes. He thought about cutting off her screen time after half an hour but
            left them alone.
         

         
         When he went in to get her ready for bed, he found Astrid on the rug with Sophie—now in her bunad—in her lap, braiding her hair as the movie played. He watched them for a minute before announcing it was bedtime.
         

         
         “What’s the Anschluss?” Sophie asked. Someone in a party scene had just mentioned it.

         
         “When the bad guys in Germany took over Austria,” he explained.

         
         She looked disturbed. “That would never happen to us, right?”

         
         “No one’s going to invade us, baby—we’re protected by the oceans,” he said. “It can’t happen here.”

         
         

         Astrid flew to Norway for a few literary festivals and events, then came back and stayed through her US publication in May—rendered
            in English by the Hot Translator—greeted by publicity and sales beyond anything Steven had enjoyed with The American Blooms. The New Yorker ran a long review with her portrait; after a sidelong nod to the trial, it declared that her “maximally evocative minimalism
            is so perspicacious about our foibles and blind spots and self-deceptions, it beggars belief this is a début.”
         

         
         In his opinion, it was the rare novel that merited the hype. (It turned out to be less about the Brooklyn couple, who were
            magnanimously characterized—even Lucy—and more about the nanny’s grief over her mother. She returns to Norway alone, with
            an ending that leaves her relationship with the husband unresolved.) She was a natural, a better writer than he was, even
            if she didn’t think so, even if she told him that she’d be with him whether or not he ever wrote another word.
         

         
         He offered to sit out her New York readings, worried his presence would turn them into a spectacle, but she insisted.

         
         “We are together,” she said. “I do not care what others think.”

         
         Astrid was spectacle enough. At a sold-out St. Ann’s Warehouse reading, as she signed books for starstruck young women and more than one man who slipped his number across the table, he held her jacket, no one paying him any mind. She’d outpaced her notoriety and become that most uncommon species, an international literary celebrity. Later, she asked if it bothered him, her getting all this attention. 

         
         The hosannas thrown her way that had once been for him and would never be again did gnaw at him some. But her success turned
            him on and flattered him. She could be with just about anyone in the world right now—Pulitzer winners, tech billionaires,
            the movie stars in his building—and she’d still chosen him.
         

         
         If Lucy had been a writer with this kind of success, it would’ve eaten him alive.

         
         “A little,” he admitted. “But I’m proud of you. I’m proud to be with you.”

         
         

         Her success dispelled any reservations he’d had about the sincerity of her love. She wasn’t with him for his money, clearly,
            and she had plenty of her own now. Nor for his literary reputation, dashed while hers rose stratospherically higher. She truly
            seemed not to mind his pudginess; after reuniting with her, he no longer self-medicated with sweets, but his balky knee made
            exercise painful and the weight lingered. And if she’d just been the jealous type, there was no one to be jealous of. Hard
            as it was to believe, she really did seem to feel as strongly for him as he did for her. How different his life—all of their
            lives—would be if he’d never written Cruelty of April.
         

         
         Some nights, with Astrid always falling asleep before he did—apparently unfazed by everything she’d been through, save for that hotel-room breakdown—he’d mistake the body next to him for Lucy’s. He’d wonder about the seven off-camera minutes, the stepmother’s fall, her reading his book just before and then obsessively in custody. It also crossed his mind that her silence after the trial wasn’t because she’d been wounded, but to prove she wasn’t a deranged stalker who’d run back to him the moment she was free. 

         
         But if he ever asked her what happened in the Catskills, now that she’d been acquitted and was at no risk—even if he promised
            he’d stay with her no matter what—he’d lose her for revealing his doubt.
         

         
         And so they never spoke about that night, or, really, anything to do with the past.

         
         

         They did talk about their future. Astrid offered to move to Brooklyn, and he agreed that it was the only practical way they
            could be together. But one day, after scrolling headlines that might as well have been from a dystopian movie, Steven proposed
            something very different.
         

         
         “We’d need an international school in English,” he said. “But the kids are young enough that they’d pick up the language quickly
            and move into regular school.”
         

         
         Sophie was open to a radical change of scenery after the last few, unhappy years, and Caleb was sold on the promise of copious
            snow. Most of the English-language schools were in Oslo or other cities, but they also located one in a small town, on Norway’s
            southwestern coast, that Astrid had heard was beautiful.
         

         
         The four of them took an exploratory trip there at the outset of summer vacation. They drove through green valleys and tiny
            villages, stopping at lakes and waterfalls under jagged cliffs. Often the only sound was birdsong. On a day in late June when
            it was sixty-seven degrees with a sweet, breeze-lofted scent, it was a humid ninety-eight back in Brooklyn with an air quality
            warning from wildfires.
         

         
         They all went for a walk one evening on the beach at sunset, the briny tide lapping their feet. Gulls circled overhead. Wooden
            cottages dotted the shoreline. They spent an hour in almost complete silence, Caleb hunting in tide pools, Sophie pocketing
            shells, he and Astrid holding hands.
         

         
         A fishing village in Norway.

         
         “I want to live here,” he told her. “Right here, on the water.”

         
         

         So did Astrid. There was one house for sale by the water, with enough space for all of them but not so big that they’d become
            atomized. It was a bit ramshackle, built in the nineteenth century, with knotted, wide-plank hardwood floors that creaked
            underfoot and terra-cotta tiles in the rustic kitchen. The surfaces were patinated with life: scars on the butcher-block countertops,
            nail-pocked walls, faded pencil marks tracking children’s heights.
         

         
         There was an extra room overlooking the water that they could convert into an office for Astrid.

         
         She was twenty-one years younger, would easily outlive him. He could spend the rest of his days here with her.

         
         “You are certain you want to do this?” she asked as they stood in the office. “This is not Oslo, not even Bergen. We are very
            far from America.”
         

         
         He looked out the window to the blue-green North Sea.

         
         “I’d be happy not to think about America ever again,” he said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 50

         
         Astrid bought the place in cash but insisted on putting the title in both of their names. They spent the rest of the summer
            getting ready to move. He promised his father—and, through a lawyer, Lucy’s parents—that he’d bring the children back at least
            once a year.
         

         
         So that Steven and the kids could live in Norway, he and Astrid married at City Hall. Brian served as their witness. Afterward,
            Steven told him he couldn’t sublet the apartment under Lucy’s will, but he could live there rent-free as long as they were
            gone. His friend—his only friend—choked up.
         

         
         He’d stay the primary caregiver, freeing Astrid to pursue her career, though she vowed to stop work every day when the children
            came home from school. Maybe some new passion would come along for him. It wasn’t exactly how he’d pictured the rest of his
            years, but there was more to life than writing novels.
         

         
         

         On the eve of their departure they hired a babysitter and went out to a final Brooklyn dinner.

         
         In between conversational subjects—the kids’ school, the new novel Astrid was considering writing—they had companionable silences, as they often did. More than companionable: He was happy just being with her, holding hands across the table, looking at her. Some people married their best friend, never ran out of anything to say, always knew what the other was thinking. Perhaps this wasn’t that, but as he gazed at her, he felt they had something those people didn’t always: a love beyond language, one that completed the empty space between them—even the void within each of them. 

         
         Steven devoured the cheeseburger and fries he’d ordered, knowing he wouldn’t have an American burger for a long time. He’d
            settled at about twenty-five pounds heavier than his previous weight and looked like all the other paunchy dads he’d vowed
            he’d never turn into.
         

         
         He didn’t really care.

         
         Astrid went to the restroom after their plates were cleared. At the next table, one man was showing off to another the same
            sleep-tracking ring Steven had owned. The last time he’d worn it had been that night in the hot tub, when Astrid slid it off
            his finger and put it on her own. He’d misplaced it at some point after that, and it hadn’t turned up in their packing, either.
         

         
         Steven leaned over to eavesdrop.

         
         “It’s not just for sleep,” said the ring’s owner, defending its utility to his skeptical friend. “It tracks heart rate, respiratory
            rate. The last two times I got sick, it told me before it happened.”
         

         
         “How could it know that?” the other man asked.
         

         
         “Body temp. It’s incredibly sensitive.”

         
         “Sorry to interrupt,” Steven said. “I have that ring, too. Have you ever worn it underwater?”

         
         “Yeah,” the guy said. “I go swimming with it all the time.”

         
         “Does it measure your temperature accurately when you swim with it?”

         
         “No, actually. It’s skin temperature, not your body. So it always alerts me that I’m going to get sick because it thinks I’m
            cold, when it’s really just the water.”
         

         
         Astrid emerged from the restroom.

         
         “Does it show the temperature shift right away?” Steven asked.

         
         “Yeah, immediately,” said the man. “I can look back on the curve and see how long I was swimming.”

         
         Steven quickly thanked him before Astrid returned to the table.

         
         “What were you discussing with those men?” she asked after she paid the check and they left.

         
         “Baseball,” he said. “My last chance to talk sports for a while. Not sure I’ll be following the Nordic ski standings.”

         
         

         “Will I still be American or Norwegian tomorrow?” Sophie asked as Steven put her to bed.

         
         “You can be both,” he told her. “And after we’ve lived there a while, you can decide what you want to be. It’s all how you
            think of it.”
         

         
         The air conditioning was on the fritz, and he and Astrid lay atop the silk sheets. She kissed him, saying something about
            how they should commemorate their last night as Brooklynites. But he wasn’t feeling the usual overwhelming urge, and it had
            nothing to do with the burger and fries pressing against his potbelly under his gauzy festival T-shirt.
         

         
         “Is something wrong?” she asked.

         
         “I guess I’m a little anxious about the move tomorrow,” he said. “Maybe we should just go to sleep.”

         
         “Okay. But it does not matter where we live, as long as we are together. Right?”

         
         “Right,” he said.

         
         Within ten minutes, as always, she was out. He shifted to the edge of the bed, grabbed his phone, and went into the app for
            the ring, buried on the fourth screen. He’d only looked at the preceding night’s sleep score and never tinkered with the advanced
            functions. Now he saw he could access the data for every day he’d worn it. He selected the night of Lucy’s drowning.
         

         
         It had been worn almost continuously that day from 8:07 p.m., when he had put it on, until 10:39 p.m.

         
         When Astrid had taken it off.

         
         In the peephole footage from that night, soon after she’d opened the door for Lucy, she’d clasped her hands behind her back. But it was not, as he’d believed, the body language of the help submissively bearing the harangue of her employer. She’d realized she was still wearing Steven’s ring and had to hide it from Lucy. 

         
         Heart rate and respiratory rate could rise from a verbal argument as well as a physical altercation. But temperature—skin
            temperature—would spike only from immersion in the hot tub.
         

         
         He entered a span of 10:21—one minute before they’d walked away from the guesthouse—to 10:29 p.m., when Astrid had returned.

         
         One more touch of the screen, and the question that had haunted him for three years would be answered. If the temperature
            had gone up, she’d killed her; if it hadn’t, Lucy had later drowned on her own.
         

         
         She wouldn’t even have to know that he knew. He could just keep it to himself.

         
         She was three feet away, sleeping peacefully on her back.

         
         He had a wife again, one who improbably loved and desired him, made him feel like a success even if his career was over, accepted
            him unconditionally. His children had a mother again, one who lavished them with attention and unfailing love. Together they
            were all about to move to a beautiful house on a beautiful beach in a beautiful country away from it all, an Eden of their
            own. After so much tragedy, a fairy-tale ending for everyone.
         

         
         In the blue lambency of his phone’s screen, her face in profile was as innocent as ever, the quality that, nearly as much
            as her comeliness, had always made her so sexy to him.
         

         
         On her exposed hip was the fountain pen and ink tattoo that looked like a knife and blood.

         
         Or maybe it was only innocent-looking, and beneath it was something sinister, a darkness that could provoke an abused orphan
            to push her stepmother down a flight of stairs, that could incite a stalker to murder a wife so she’d have the husband, her
            idol, all to herself.
         

         
         It was unsettling, lying night after night next to someone who might be capable of that.

         
         An idea came to him. For a novel. Or a twist on one he’d already written: He’d take Big Boy—the characters, the place, all the emotions that had fueled his unhappy, if quiet and unexceptional, adolescence—but make
            a major change, add something explosive and page-turning, something the culture still wanted from someone like him.
         

         
         Something violent.

         
         The story took shape in his mind, spreading out like rhizomes.

         
         It had felt this electric once before, with The American Blooms, the instant conviction he had greatness on his hands, that it would practically write itself; all he had to do was let it
            flow through his fingertips like a pianist playing off sheet music.
         

         
         It wasn’t literary fiction, though, which was all he’d ever written, all he’d ever known how to write—the fundamental way
            he understood the world.
         

         
         Astrid stirred awake. He turned his phone face down.

         
         “You have not slept?” she said.

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         Her right hand traveled down his torso and touched him in the place that, aside from a quarter hour earlier, she’d never failed
            to excite.
         

         
         “Would it take your mind off things if we tried again?” she asked.

         
         But he understood the world of this kind of novel now: the procedures, the settings, the people. And he’d reeducated himself
            in prison, like an inmate training for a new career, had studied the genre trappings of plot twists and cliff-hangers, the
            short chapters and pithy sentences and one-line paragraphs. Maybe, buried beneath his soft literary skin—like the fat kid,
            the big boy, he’d always be on the inside, no matter how much weight he lost—lived a hard-boiled crime novelist.
         

         
         He could just make out the letters of her new tattoo flexing on the warp and weft of her lean biceps as she stroked. His forgettable words inscribed for all time on her immaculate body. 

         
         She was his alpha and omega; he was hers. What love should be.

         
         He had Astrid. And his surefire bestseller.

         
         Two jackpots.

         
         “Yes,” Steven answered.

         
         He climbed on top of his wife, her hands gripping the wrought-iron bars of the headboard, buried his nose in the musky hollow
            above her breast, and inhaled—like a mountaineer savoring the thin air at the summit—just before picking up his phone and
            deleting the ring data forever.
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