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Chapter 1: The Speech About Loyalty

	“Name badge on the left, Mrs. Cherry. It photographs better.”

	Nyomi Luna let the sophomore volunteer fix the pin near her collarbone, even though the needle caught a thread in the cream silk blouse she had ironed twice that afternoon. The girl’s hands trembled. Her navy blazer sleeves swallowed her wrists, and the laminated event schedule tucked under one arm was already bent at the corners.

	“Perfect,” Nyomi said. “Now breathe before you stab the keynote speaker.”

	The girl laughed, too loudly from nerves, and glanced toward the ballroom doors of the Midtown Atlanta hotel where the annual Bright Futures gala had turned into exactly the kind of evening that made adults speak in their grant-writing voices. Beyond the doors, glassware chimed against white tablecloths. A jazz trio worked through a polished version of an old love song near the auction display. Everything smelled faintly of lilies, lemon furniture polish, and the pepper-crusted beef medallions being held too long under warming lamps.

	Nyomi had spent twelve years learning how to read young people in crowded rooms. The ones assigned to check-in smiled too widely. The ones near the silent auction leaned on one foot, already tired in their dress shoes. The ones chosen to speak later stood apart and mouthed their lines at the carpet. She noticed the chipped polish on one girl’s thumbnail, the boy pretending not to worry about his bow tie, the way a freshman kept touching the scholarship ribbon pinned to her dress like it might vanish if she forgot it was there.

	So Nyomi moved from one to the next with a clipboard in hand and her wedding ring cool against the metal clip, giving out the small kind of steady she knew how to offer.

	“You have water?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Your speech is in the folder?”

	“Yes.”

	“Your grandmother is seated?”

	The boy’s face changed. “Front left table.”

	“Good. Look at her when you get nervous. Not the donors.”

	He nodded like she had handed him a map.

	Across the ballroom, Otto Cherry stood beneath the gold wash of the stage lights, speaking with the mayor’s education liaison and two board members from his nonprofit. He had one hand in his pocket and the other around a coffee cup he would not drink from because it would ruin the timing of his speech. Even after nine years of marriage, Nyomi could still predict the small mechanics of him. He checked microphones early. He read the room from the back before stepping into the center. He always thanked service staff by name if he caught one on a badge.

	Tonight, his navy suit fit cleanly across his shoulders, and he wore the silver tie Nyomi had bought him three anniversaries ago, back when buying him something beautiful still felt like speaking a language he would answer in.

	He looked up and found her.

	For half a second, his face softened in the old way, not for the room, not for donors, not for the version of himself everyone praised. Just for her. Nyomi held that look carefully, like a cup filled too close to the rim.

	Then someone touched his elbow, and he turned away.

	“Mrs. Cherry?” the volunteer beside her asked. “Do you know where the scholarship recipients sit after the student video?”

	“Table four until the awards. After that, near the stage steps.” Nyomi checked the schedule, though she knew the answer. “And remember, if Mr. Underwood asks for the printed run-of-show, tell him I have the corrected one.”

	The girl hurried off.

	Nyomi smoothed her blouse where the pin had snagged it. The name badge read: Nyomi Luna Cherry, Westlake High School Counseling Department. She had stopped using the double surname at school because the students never knew what to do with it and the district email system had made a mess of her records. But galas loved a wife’s name attached properly. It made donors comfortable when marriages appeared stable, when grief stayed folded beneath table linens, when women like Nyomi smiled beside men like Otto and made partnership look effortless.

	Her phone buzzed in her clutch.

	Ensley Hunter: If Archer corners you about the wellness director role tonight, do not do your humble thing. Say yes, you are interested. Say it with your chest.

	Nyomi typed back: I know how to speak to supervisors.

	Ensley: You know how to make yourself smaller so men do not feel crowded.

	Nyomi stared at the message longer than she wanted to.

	A waiter passed with a tray of champagne flutes, and she took one only to have something to hold. The bubbles stung her nose. She had not eaten since lunch, unless two crackers in the school counseling suite counted, and the room had begun to sharpen around the edges in that way expensive events did when every smile required posture.

	“Mrs. Cherry.”

	Archer Santana approached from the registration area, tall, calm, dressed in a charcoal suit that made him look more like a district superintendent than the director of student support services. He carried a leather folio under one arm, and his glasses sat low on his nose in the way that usually meant he was about to ask a question he already knew the answer to.

	“Archer,” Nyomi said. “If this is about the student speaker order, I already fixed it. Kamdyn goes before the video. The printed program is wrong.”

	His mouth curved. “I was going to say hello.”

	“Then hello.”

	“I also heard Otto’s nonprofit is close to landing the youth mental-health partnership.”

	“It seems that way.”

	“And I hope you know your name is being discussed for the district wellness director position.”

	Nyomi kept her fingers still on the champagne stem. “Ensley has been discussing it loudly enough for all of Fulton County to hear.”

	“I am not Ensley.”

	“No. You are quieter when you make people uncomfortable.”

	That earned a real smile. “Good. Then I will be direct. Apply when the posting opens. Do not wait to be invited twice.”

	Nyomi glanced toward Otto again. He was laughing at something Louis Underwood said now, head tilted, whole attention given. Otto had always known how to make attention feel like a gift. In the early years, he used to give it to Nyomi across grocery aisles and church parking lots and the old apartment kitchen with the cabinet door that never closed. He would look at her like the rest of the room had gone out of focus.

	Lately, when she spoke, his attention came in pieces. A nod while answering email. A hand on her shoulder while walking past. A “tell me in the morning” that became nothing by breakfast.

	“Nyomi?” Archer said.

	She looked back. “I’ll apply.”

	“Good.”

	The lights dimmed once, a soft warning. Dinner plates were being cleared. Guests began shifting toward their assigned seats, satin dresses brushing chair legs, men checking phones beneath the table as if their laps hid anything. Nyomi set her untouched champagne on a tray and took her seat at table two, close enough to the stage to be seen, not so close that she would have to speak.

	Otto’s phone sat beside her place card.

	He had left it there earlier when Louis pulled him into a donor conversation. A black case, one corner cracked from when he dropped it in their driveway last spring. Nyomi had ordered the replacement case. He had never put it on.

	Onstage, the gala chair introduced him with a list of accomplishments that made him sound less like the man who left socks beside the hamper and more like a civic monument. Communications director. Advocate. Bridge builder. Trusted voice for Atlanta’s youth.

	Otto stepped to the podium.

	Applause filled the ballroom. Nyomi clapped with everyone else. She knew the rhythm expected of a wife: proud but not attention-seeking, warm but not theatrical. When he thanked the sponsors, she smiled. When he mentioned the students who had trusted adults with their stories, she blinked carefully because students deserved more than donor performance. When he paused and looked toward her table, the old reflex moved through her body before she could stop it. She straightened.

	“My wife, Nyomi,” Otto said, and the room turned its polite gaze toward her, “has taught me that loyalty is not a word you put in a speech. It is what you practice when no one is watching.”

	The applause came soft and approving.

	Nyomi smiled because the room required it.

	The phone beside her lit up.

	No sound, only the bright rectangle catching against the white tablecloth.

	Skylar Singh: I missed your voice this morning.

	Nyomi’s hands kept clapping for three beats. Four. Five.

	The screen went dark.

	Onstage, Otto continued. “The young people we serve do not need perfect adults. They need present ones.”

	Present.

	The word landed with such ordinary weight that Nyomi had to lower her hands into her lap. Her left thumb found the inside of her wedding band and pressed until the edge left a mark.

	She had never heard the name Skylar Singh in their kitchen. Not at breakfast, not while Otto scrolled emails at the counter, not during the thin half-conversations they held between work and sleep. She knew Louis. She knew the grant writer with the rescue terrier, the program director whose twins had asthma, the development consultant who always overused exclamation points. Otto told stories cleanly, with names and context and little impressions. That was part of his talent. He knew how to make people vivid.

	Skylar had never been made vivid.

	The phone lit again.

	Skylar Singh: You sounded tired last night. Did you sleep at all?

	Nyomi looked at Otto. He had one hand on the podium, his voice warm enough to make strangers nod. He spoke about showing up. He spoke about trust. He spoke about the private labor of care.

	The phone dimmed.

	Nyomi reached for her water glass and missed it by half an inch. A fork scraped a plate somewhere to her right. Someone at the next table whispered about the auction trip to Savannah. The ballroom kept moving in its expensive, well-fed way while Nyomi stared at the cracked corner of her husband’s phone.

	She did not pick it up immediately.

	That mattered to her later.

	She sat through the next paragraph of his speech with both hands in her lap, counting the places where a rational explanation might fit. Skylar could be a colleague. The voice could refer to a podcast segment, a recorded pitch, a rehearsal. Last night could mean a group call. Morning could be casual. People made language intimate by accident sometimes. People in nonprofit work blurred hours because boundaries were bad and everyone believed urgency made them noble.

	Otto smiled at the room, and the softness in his expression did not reach her.

	The phone lit a third time.

	Skylar Singh: I wanted to send you that song but I knew you were with her.

	With her.

	Not at the gala. Not at the event. With her.

	Nyomi picked up the phone.

	Her fingers looked ordinary around it. That offended her, the way the body continued performing normal tasks while the floor inside a life gave way. She angled the screen toward her lap and saw the notification stack. Skylar’s name repeated down the glass, each preview a small incision.

	I know Thursdays are hard for you.

	You do not have to be strong with me.

	Good morning, you.

	Nyomi pressed the side button and the screen went black.

	The passcode screen reflected her face faintly. Lipstick intact. Hair pinned low at the nape. Diamond studs from Otto’s mother. She looked like a woman listening to her husband praise loyalty.

	She knew his passcode. Their anniversary. June 14. The kind of number a man used when he had nothing to hide or believed hiding did not require changing locks.

	At the podium, Otto said, “The people who love us most are often the ones who carry the parts of us the public never sees.”

	Nyomi entered the code under the table.

	The phone opened.

	For one second she saw his home screen, a photo of the two of them from a district picnic four summers ago. Her head on his shoulder. His hand around her waist. Both of them sun-warm and squinting. Before the pregnancy loss. Before the room at home became a closed door. Before she learned to ask him how he was and accept “fine” as if it were an answer.

	She opened the messages.

	Skylar’s thread sat at the top.

	There were no hearts in the most recent lines. No naked words. No obvious crime a stranger could point to and say there, that is where the marriage broke.

	That made it worse.

	Otto: I keep replaying what you said about grief making a person quiet in rooms where they used to sing.

	Skylar: You still sing. Just not where everyone can hear you.

	Otto: Maybe that is why I like talking to you.

	Skylar: Because I hear it?

	Otto: Because you do not ask me to explain the silence first.

	Nyomi’s thumb stopped moving.

	The applause rose around her.

	She locked the phone and slipped it into her clutch.

	People were standing. Otto had finished. The whole room lifted itself into approval, chairs shifting, hands meeting, donors smiling with the relief of being moved but not inconvenienced. Nyomi stood because not standing would be noticed. Her knees held. Her face obeyed. Otto’s eyes found her from the stage, searching for the familiar confirmation she had always given him after speeches.

	She gave it.

	A smile. Small. Proud enough for table two.

	His shoulders eased.

	That nearly broke something in her. Not because he looked guilty. Because he looked grateful.

	The gala chair called for the board members and spouses to gather near the step-and-repeat banner for photos. Louis waved Nyomi over. Archer stood near the edge of the group, watching without intruding. A student volunteer hurried forward to straighten the Bright Futures logo that had curled at one corner.

	Otto came down from the stage and touched Nyomi’s lower back as he reached her, the practiced public contact of a husband who knew where his hand belonged.

	“You okay?” he murmured.

	His palm was warm through the silk blouse. She could smell his cedarwood cologne, the one she had replaced at Christmas because he said he liked it and she still collected proof of his preferences like they were a way back to him.

	“Of course,” Nyomi said.

	“You sure? You look pale.”

	“I’m fine.”

	He studied her for one extra beat, but cameras were being lifted and names were being called. He turned them toward the backdrop. His hand stayed at her back.

	The photographer counted down.

	“Three, two, one.”

	Nyomi smiled into the flash with Otto beside her and his phone inside her clutch, holding the first solid proof that another woman knew what his tired voice sounded like at night.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: We Never Touched

	The photographer lowered his camera and checked the screen.

	“Beautiful,” he said. “One more, just in case.”

	Otto’s hand remained at the base of Nyomi’s back, steady and warm, the kind of touch that had once told her he knew exactly where she stood in a room. She kept her face arranged for the lens while the corner of his phone pressed through the satin lining of her clutch against her palm. A ridiculous detail snagged in her mind: she had bought this clutch for a graduation banquet three years ago because it was small enough to look elegant but large enough for tissues, mints, safety pins, and one emergency granola bar for a student who forgot to eat.

	Now it held her husband’s secret.

	“Mrs. Cherry, chin slightly this way,” the photographer said.

	Nyomi obeyed. Counselors learned early that bodies could comply while minds counted exits. The elevator bank was twenty-seven steps from the ballroom doors. The women’s restroom was to the right of registration. Otto’s car was on level three of the parking deck because he always parked near the stairs, even when valet was included.

	The flash popped again.

	Otto leaned closer, his mouth near her temple. “You’re squeezing my wrist.”

	Nyomi looked down. Her fingers were wrapped around the cuff of his jacket, tight enough to wrinkle the fabric.

	She let go.

	“Sorry,” she said.

	The word came out polished. Normal. She had said it the same way to parents who arrived angry at IEP meetings, to teachers who needed a student moved from third period, to donors who called teenagers “our future” while forgetting their names.

	Louis Underwood clapped Otto on the shoulder. “Killed it, man. That line about loyalty? Half the room was ready to write checks on the spot.”

	Otto gave the modest laugh Nyomi knew, the one that landed softly and gave credit away. “They came for the students.”

	“They came because Nyomi keeps the students from running off before the check presentation,” Louis said, grinning at her. “You’re the real infrastructure.”

	“Please put that on a plaque,” Nyomi said.

	Louis laughed and moved toward a board member waving him over.

	Otto turned back to her. “Do you want to get some air?”

	A careful husband would ask that. A guilty one might, too.

	“In a minute,” she said. “You should thank the sponsor table.”

	“I already did.”

	“Then thank them again. They like repetition when it comes with eye contact.”

	His mouth curved, but his eyes searched her face. “Where’s my phone?”

	Nyomi’s thumb pressed into the clasp of the clutch. “Probably where you left it.”

	“At the table?”

	“Probably.”

	The lie did not land like a dramatic choice. It sat in her mouth like aspirin, bitter and practical. She needed time. Not much. Enough to get home without giving the room a story.

	Otto glanced toward table two, already clearing of guests. “I’ll grab it.”

	“I can.” Nyomi touched his sleeve before he moved. “Go talk to the sponsors. The woman in the green dress looked like she wanted to introduce you to someone.”

	He hesitated for half a second too long. Then his public instincts won. “Okay. Two minutes.”

	She watched him cross the ballroom, accepting praise with both hands, nodding at names he would remember later. The students near the stage were taking photos with their oversized checks. One girl had removed her heels and stood in stocking feet behind a fern. Nyomi wanted to walk over and tell her to put the shoes back on before a donor noticed, but the phone in her clutch seemed to pull all ordinary responsibility toward it.

	In the restroom, she chose the stall at the end because the lock there never caught cleanly and no one lingered near it. She sat on the closed toilet lid, the hem of her black skirt gathered in one fist, and opened Otto’s messages again.

	Their anniversary code let her in without complaint.

	Skylar’s thread was long enough that the scroll bar became a thin gray accusation. Nyomi did not read from the beginning. She could not make herself start there, wherever there was. Instead she skimmed with the brutal efficiency she used for crisis notes: date, time, pattern, escalation.

	Good morning, you.

	Did the board meeting go badly or did you just disappear into your own head again?

	I listened to that song three times.

	You make hard days quieter.

	Tell me one true thing before you sleep.

	Otto’s replies came between them, familiar in punctuation, unfamiliar in softness.

	One true thing: I stayed in the parking lot for ten minutes because I did not want to go inside and pretend I was fine.

	Another: I miss being known without feeling assessed.

	Another: Sometimes I think grief made me boring to everyone except you.

	Nyomi’s fingers stopped moving.

	A toilet flushed two stalls down. Someone came in laughing about the auction baskets, the sharp scent of floral hand soap filling the room. Nyomi locked the screen and lowered the phone to her lap.

	Grief.

	He had written that word to Skylar.

	For two years, Nyomi had tried to place that same word between them like a dish on the table. She had said, I think the anniversary of the appointment is coming up. He had said, I can take the car in that morning if you need the driveway clear. She had said, I saw a baby in the grocery store wearing that yellow hat we bought. He had said, Do you want me to cancel the Instacart membership? She had once stood in the doorway of the room they had painted pale green before the doctor stopped using hopeful language, and Otto had walked past with a laundry basket like the room had no door.

	But for Skylar, he had typed grief.

	Someone knocked lightly. “Is someone in there?”

	Nyomi stood, smoothed her skirt, and stepped out.

	The woman at the sinks glanced at her reflection and smiled. “These hotel bathrooms are always freezing.”

	“Yes,” Nyomi said, washing hands that were already clean. “They are.”

	By the time she returned to the ballroom, Otto was at table two with his brow drawn, lifting programs and napkins.

	“Find it?” Nyomi asked.

	“No.” He patted his jacket pockets. “I had it here.”

	She opened her clutch. “You gave it to me before your speech.”

	“I did?”

	“You must have.”

	He watched her take it out.

	For one clean second, his face changed before he controlled it. Not much. A tiny delay around the eyes. The same look students gave when she asked a question and they knew the truthful answer would cost them.

	Nyomi handed him the phone.

	“Thanks,” he said.

	“You’re welcome.”

	The drive home took thirty-one minutes because the Downtown Connector had thinned, but Atlanta never fully emptied. Brake lights glowed ahead in red lines. Otto drove with both hands on the wheel, jacket folded across the back seat, tie loosened. He had put the phone in the cup holder between them, screen down.

	That small choice told her he knew.

	“Archer mentioned the district position,” Otto said after they passed the exit for North Avenue.

	“He did.”

	“You should apply.”

	Nyomi looked out at the dark glass of office buildings, each lit square holding someone else’s overtime. “I plan to.”

	“That’s good. You’d be good.”

	Would be. Not will be. A safe distance. A compliment that did not have to touch anything.

	“Did you mean what you said tonight?” she asked.

	“About what?”

	“Loyalty.”

	The car’s tires hummed over a seam in the road. Otto signaled, checked his mirror, moved one lane over with the care of a man who did not make reckless motions where other people could see.

	“Of course I did.”

	Nyomi turned toward him. “Who is Skylar?”

	His hands did not leave the wheel. “She works with us sometimes.”

	“What kind of work?”

	“Donor communications. Campaign strategy. She helped with the spring mental-health push.”

	“How long have you known her?”

	“Since last year.”

	Last year. Two words, almost nothing, but they carried seasons inside them. Birthdays. Holidays. The anniversary of the day they lost the baby. Nights when Nyomi fell asleep facing the wall because Otto said he was finishing work downstairs.

	“Is she your friend?” Nyomi asked.

	Otto’s throat moved. “Yes.”

	“Is she my friend?”

	“No.”

	The honesty landed cold.

	Nyomi nodded once and faced the windshield again. They drove the rest of the way without radio. In the quiet, the city changed into neighborhoods, restaurants into gas stations, hotels into pharmacies with lit signs promising flu shots and passport photos. Their house sat on a tree-lined street in Decatur, brick, modest, with a porch light Otto always forgot to turn off in the morning. Tonight it made the front steps look too exposed.

	Inside, the house smelled faintly of the lavender cleaner their once-a-month service
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