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CHAPTER ONE

	The run-of-show for my own vow renewal was forty-two lines long, and I had written every one of them in the present tense—the way I wrote them for clients—as though the day had already happened and nothing in it had gone wrong.

	4:00 — Guests arrive, west lawn. Quartet, not trio. Passed champagne; no empty trays left standing.

	4:25 — Seat the grandmothers. Someone walks Adelaide in.

	4:40 — Sebastian and I enter from the orangery.

	I stopped at his name and looked at it the way you look at a word you’ve typed so many times it stops meaning anything. Seventeen years, and I still got a small, private charge out of staging the two of us into a room. That was the part nobody understood about what I did. People thought a wedding planner sold flowers and seating charts. What I actually sold was the feeling a person gets walking into a space that has been arranged, down to the inch, to tell them they are loved. I had built that feeling three hundred and some times for strangers. I had gotten good enough at it that I had nearly stopped noticing I no longer felt it myself.

	It was a little past eleven. The studio over the carriage house held the day’s heat the way old buildings do, and I had the window cracked to the harbor—rigging ticking against masts, a buoy bell, the long exhale of the bay that people pay a fortune in this town to fall asleep beside. Downstairs the house was dark. Sebastian had gone up at ten with a glass of the Sancerre and a call he had to take. Tokyo, he’d said. The time difference, you understand. And I did understand. Understanding the shape of my husband’s evenings was a thing I had gotten very good at over the years.

	The renewal had been his idea. He’d pitched it to me in March over dinner at the Whitebrook, leaning across the candle the way he leaned across boardroom tables, and said that seventeen years deserved more than a card, that he wanted to stand up in front of everyone we knew and say it all again, on purpose this time. I had actually teared up at the table. I want you to know that, because of everything that came after, that is the part I can least forgive—not him, me. That I sat there in a borrowed glow and let my eyes go wet because a handsome man had used the word purpose in a sentence about me.

	So I’d booked Greycliff—Silas Hale’s place out past the second bend of the cliff walk, the old Vanderlin cottage he’d been bringing back from the dead board by board—and I’d put my own name on a contract for once, and I’d started building my husband and me a perfect afternoon.

	I should have handed the budget to Saskia and gone to bed. She handled the accounts now; she had for two years. But I do a final pass on every reconciliation, even the ones she’s already closed, because I am the kind of person who reads the last page of the manual, and because Saskia, God love her, rounds. I opened the renewal ledger and started down the vendor column with my finger on the trackpad, ticking deposits against invoices, half-asleep, mostly content.

	Linens, paid. Quartet, deposit held. Hale, balance due on the first. Fontaine Fleurs—

	There was a charge to Fontaine that didn’t have a line item.

	Not the renewal arrangements; those were further down, itemized to the stem. This was something else, sitting in the general operating account under a recurring code: a standing weekly order, every Thursday, going back—I scrolled—going back fourteen months. Same amount each week. Same delivery code. No client attached.

	I run a fourteen-person book in a town with maybe forty weddings worth having a year. I know every active client by the sound of their voice on a bad phone line. There was no Thursday standing order in my business. There was no reason for one.

	I told myself the things you tell yourself at eleven at night. A vendor’s billing error, the kind that duplicates for a year before anyone catches it. A retainer Saskia had set up for a corporate account and miscoded. I had logins to all our vendor portals; I pulled up Fontaine’s, found the recurring order, and clicked into the detail to prove myself bored and right.

	White ranunculus. A dozen, weekly. In my trade you learn what the old flower books say each stem means, the way a sommelier learns soil, and ranunculus says one specific thing. I am dazzled. You are radiant. I cannot stop looking at you. It is the flower of a man who is still in the early, stupid, can’t-eat stage of wanting someone. It is not, I can tell you from professional experience, the flower of a seventeen-year marriage. We don’t sell it to husbands. We sell husbands peonies and an apology.

	The delivery address was a unit number on Thames, down at the harbor end—one of the converted mill buildings, glass and brick, the kind young people with good jobs and no children rent for too much money to feel close to the water. Not a client’s house. Not mine.

	The contact on the order was a single initial. S.

	I sat very still. The buoy bell did its slow work out in the dark. I have a good imagination—it’s most of the job—and it offered me, instantly and helpfully, a dozen clean explanations, and I held each one up to the light and watched it fail. S for a Sutton or a Sinclair, some client Saskia ran solo that I’d forgotten. Except I don’t forget. S for a vendor sample order. Except samples don’t go to a residential unit on Thames for fourteen months running, every Thursday, the one night a week my husband took his calls upstairs with the door shut.

	I closed the laptop. The studio was suddenly too warm and too quiet, and I could hear my own pulse, which is a thing you only notice when something has gone wrong with the rest of the silence.

	There is an explanation, I thought. There is always an explanation, and a smart woman gets it before she does anything she can’t take back. I had watched brides’ mothers detonate marriages over less—over a name in a phone, a charge on a card—and be wrong, and I had quietly handed them tissues and rebuilt the seating chart around the damage. I was not going to be a woman who burned down her own life over a florist’s bookkeeping at eleven o’clock on a Tuesday.

	So I did not go upstairs and wake him. I did not call Saskia. I opened the laptop again, screenshotted the recurring order and the address and the fourteen months of Thursdays, and I emailed all of it to an account Sebastian didn’t know I had—an old one, from before him, that I’d kept the way you keep a spare key you can’t remember the lock for. Then I cleared the sent folder and the trash, the way I’d watched a client’s forensic accountant teach her to do during a divorce I’d planned the second wedding around.

	I didn’t know yet what I was building a file for. I want to be honest about that. I wasn’t cold and certain, the way I’d be later. I was just a woman who’d spent seventeen years making things look effortless, sitting alone in the heat, recognizing—in the grammar of a flower order, of all things—the early, stupid, can’t-eat stage of someone wanting someone.

	I just didn’t know yet who the someone was.

	I told myself I’d find a clean answer in the morning and laugh at how late-night ran away with me. I turned off the studio light. Across the dark yard, the bedroom window glowed, and behind the glass I could see the blue flicker of Sebastian’s phone against the ceiling, on and off, on and off, long past the end of any call to Tokyo.

	I watched it for a while. Then I went in and got into bed beside my husband, and when he turned and put his arm over me without waking, smelling of the Sancerre and, very faintly, of something floral that I would spend the next eleven days pretending I couldn’t place, I lay there with my eyes open and did the only thing I knew how to do when a day was coming apart.

	I started planning.

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO

	In the morning the explanation did not arrive, which was its own kind of answer.

	I made coffee and watched Sebastian eat half a grapefruit standing at the island in his shirt and no tie, reading something on his phone that made him smile and then not smile when he caught me looking. He kissed my temple on his way out and said the thing he always said—don’t work too hard, Cross—and I said the thing I always said back, and the front door closed, and his car turned over in the drive with that low, expensive sound he loved, and then the house was mine.

	I did not feel like crying. I have tried, since, to describe to myself what I felt instead, and the closest I can get is the feeling of a room going quiet because the music you didn’t know was playing has stopped. You don’t notice the noise until it’s gone. Then you can hear everything.

	I drove to the studio the back way, past the harbor end of Thames, and I slowed at the mill building without deciding to. Glass and brick, exactly as advertised. A row of intercom buttons by the door, units and last names in little brass windows. I didn’t get out. I didn’t need to. I just wanted to make the place real, to convert it from a line in a ledger into a door a person could actually walk

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	images/image.jpeg
A Cheating Husband Revenge Romance Novella

AND THE GIRL
| TRAINED

HEARTWOOD HOUSE





