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​PROLOGUE 

​THE SHAPE OF WATER 
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Water takes the shape of its container; flowers do the opposite. They push into rooms, claim corners, and change the air with the bright, green sting of cut stems and damp soil.

Victoria Hart kept her fingers steady as she stripped the thorns from a bundle of deep crimson roses. It was six in the morning, the light outside the high glass windows of Hart and Stem still a bruised, watery grey. Richmond Green was empty, the grass slick with autumn dew, the rowboats down by the river pulled up and chained against the rising tide. This was the hour she loved bestthe quiet before the town woke up, before the bell above the shop door started its polite, relentless ringing.

She liked the precision of the work, the snap of the shears, the clean line of a diagonal cut, the way a heavy ceramic vase anchored a bunch of fragile blossoms. People thought flowers were delicate, but Victoria knew better. Stems were tough, fibrous things. They fought to drink, fought to stay upright, even when they were already dying.

She arranged the roses in a wide, low bowl, anchoring them with dark glossy sprigs of eucalyptus. It was a traditional arrangement, heavy and dense, the kind people bought when they didn’t know what else to say.

The door to the back room creaked open, and Chloe stepped out, her knitted scarf still wound three times around her neck. She carried two paper cups from the cafe down the lane, the steam rising between them.

"You're in early," Chloe said, setting one cup on the wooden workbench. She rubbed her hands together, her knuckles red from the October chill. "The weather's turning. My mum says we'll have frost by the weekend."

"The morning deliveries came before five," Victoria said without looking up. She tucked a trailing strand of ivy into the rim of the bowl. "The market was crowded. Everyone wanted the late dahlias."

Chloe took a sip of her coffee, watching Victoria's hands. "Those roses are beautiful. Who are they for?"

Victoria paused, her fingers resting against a thick, velvet petal. For a second, the quiet of the shop felt too large, the smell of the eucalyptus too sharp in her throat. "They're for home," she said, her voice even, practiced. "It's our anniversary today. Ten years."

"Ten?" Chloe’s eyes widened, bright with the unearned optimism of nineteen. "Blimey, Victoria. That's a lifetime. What are you doing to celebrate?"

"Dinner," Victoria said. "Sam made a reservation at that place by the bridge. The one with the terrace."

"You must be excited. Ten years is proper serious." Chloe smiled, turning toward the front window to flip the sign from Closed to Open. "My parents made it to twelve before the shouting started. Ten feels like a milestone."

"It is," Victoria murmured.

She picked up the shears again, but she didn’t cut the next stem. Instead, she looked at her reflection in the dark glass of the shop window. At thirty-six, her face hadn't changed much from the girl Sam had married in that small, sunlit church in Surrey. Her hair was still the same dark brown, pinned up out of her way with a pair of tortoiseshell clips; her eyes were still quiet, wide-set. But there was a stillness in her now that hadn't been there at twenty-six. A habit of waiting. Of listening to the spaces between words.

Ten years.

When she thought of their marriage, she didn't think of grand gestures or terrible arguments. She thought of a house that ran like a Swiss watch. She thought of Sam’s keys clicking against the ceramic bowl in the hallway at exactly ten past eight every evening. She thought of the way they split the Sunday papershim taking the business section and the property pull-out, her taking the magazine and the crossword. They were magnificent at logistics. If a pipe leaked, Sam had a plumber booked within twenty minutes. 

If his mother needed her medication dropped off in Twickenham, Victoria built her Saturday schedule around the drive.

They were a team. Everyone in Richmond said so. Their names were spoken together, a single syllable: SamandVictoria.

She finished the roses, wiping the water from the counter with a dry rag. The arrangement was perfect. Balanced, heavy, expensive. It looked exactly like the sort of thing a woman who had been loved for a decade should have on her dining table.

The train from Waterloo was five minutes late. Sam Howells stood on the platform at Richmond Station, his leather briefcase slung over his shoulder, his thumb scrolling through a blue-tinted screen.

The wind off the platform smelled of iron and wet gravel. Around him, commuter crowds moved in a grey, silent mass, their heads down against the drizzle. Sam didn't notice the cold. His mind was still forty minutes up the line, inside the thirty-fourth floor of a glass tower where a model of the Southbank development sat under halogen lights.

His phone buzzed. A text message popped up from David.


David: Priya says happy anniversary. Don't forget the wine. The good stuff, not the stuff you use for cooking.


Sam smiled, his fingers flying across the screen.


Sam: Already sorted. Got a bottle of the Rioja she likes from the merchant near the office.


He tucked the phone into his coat pocket, stepping into the stream of people moving toward the stairs. He felt a familiar, steady pride as he walked down Hill Street toward the river. He was thirty-eight, a senior architect at Whitmore and Gray, and within six months, his name would likely be on the glass door. He worked fourteen-hour days, he kept his body lean by running the river path at dawn, and he provided a life for his wife that wanted for nothing.

He turned the corner onto their street. The Victorian terraces stood in a perfect, uniform row, their brickwork scrubbed clean, their small front gardens filled with manicured box hedges. Number fourteen was dark except for the warm, yellow glow from the kitchen window at the back.

When he opened the front door, the scent of the roses hit him first. It was thick, almost heavy, hanging in the narrow hallway.

"Vic?" he called out, dropping his keys into the ceramic bowl. The click sounded loud against the floorboards.

"In the kitchen," her voice came back.

He walked down the hall, loosening his tie with one hand. Victoria was standing by the stove, her back to him, stirring a small pot. She had changed out of her work clothes into a soft, grey wool jumper he liked, her hair loose around her shoulders. On the kitchen island, the roses sat in their bowl, surrounded by two clean plates and two polished wine glasses.

"Smells incredible," Sam said, coming up behind her. He leaned in, kissing the side of her neck. Her skin was cool, smelling faintly of the lavender soap she used. "I thought we were going out?"

Victoria turned, holding the wooden spoon over the pot. Her smile was small, a little tired around the edges. "They called from the restaurant at four. A pipe burst in the kitchen. They had to cancel all the reservations for tonight."

Sam blinked, his hand dropping from her waist. "A pipe? On a Tuesday?"

"It happens, Sam," she said softly. "Even to places with three rosettes. I had some pasta in the cupboard. It’s fine. We can go next week."

"Right. Next week." Sam looked at the table. He felt a sudden, sharp prick of irritation, though he wasn't sure who it was aimed at. He had spent twenty minutes at the wine merchant’s picking out the Rioja, adjusting his train schedule to ensure he was home by eight. The cancellation felt like a hitch in a project he had managed perfectly. "Well. I brought the wine anyway."

He set his briefcase on the stool and pulled the bottle from his coat, setting it beside the roses. "Ten years, Vic."

"Ten years," she repeated. She looked at the bottle, then up at his face. Her eyes lingered on his forehead, on the faint lines between his brows that stayed there even when he smiled. "How was the City?"

"Loud. Busy." He pulled out a stool and sat down, immediately reaching for his phone to check if the structural engineers had emailed the revised drawings for the Southbank foundation. "The partnership board meets on Friday. Whitmore hinted today that the numbers are looking exactly where they need to be. If we close the Southbank deal by Christmas, it's done."

"That's wonderful, Sam," she said. She turned back to the stove, her shoulders dropping slightly. "You've worked so hard for it."

"We both have," he said, his eyes still on the screen as a notification popped up. It wasn't the engineers. It was an email from the design director's office, flagged urgent.

He cleared his throat, his thumb hovering over the glass. "It’s a joint effort, isn't it? The house, the business, everything. We’ve built a good life here."

Victoria didn't answer right away. She turned off the gas under the pot, the sudden silence in the kitchen filling up with the sound of the rain against the glass.

"Yes," she said, her voice so quiet he had to look up from the phone to hear it. "We’ve built a very good house."

She reached for the plates, her movements deliberate, steady. Sam watched her, a small, unexplained weight settling in his chest. He wanted to say something about the church in Surrey, or the way her hair looked in the morning light but his thumb twitched against the phone in his palm. The screen lit up again.

He looked down.

Victoria carried the food to the table, her eyes passing over his bent head, over the blue light reflecting in his eyes, before she sat down across from him.

The kitchen stayed quiet as they ate, save for the scraping of forks against ceramic and the steady, rhythmic beat of the rain against the glass. Sam ate quickly, his mind half-anchored to the layout of the Southbank site, his fingers occasionally twitching against the linen napkin where his phone lay hidden beneath the fold. Across from him, Victoria chewed slowly, her eyes fixed on the dark, heavy roses she had cut that morning. The crimson petals looked almost black under the warm halogen lights of the island.

"David said Priya’s sister is looking for an architect for the cottage conversion in Sussex," Victoria said, setting her fork down. "I told him you were too busy with the firm, but he said she’d wait until spring if she had to."

Sam looked up, clearing his throat. "Sussex is too far out for a private contract right now, Vic. With the partnership vote on Friday, I can’t afford to spend three hours on a Southern train every weekend. Whitmore expects me in the office by seven most Saturdays until the contracts are signed."

"I know," she said. Her voice didn't carry any anger; it was flat, level, the tone of a person repeating a fact she had known for months. "I told him that."

"Thanks." He reached across the marble counter, his hand brushing hers. Her fingers were dry and didn't close around his; they simply stayed still under his palm until he pulled away to take another sip of the Rioja. "It’s just another few months of this pace, Victoria. Once the name is on the door, things settle. We can take that fortnight in Italy. We can actually spend a Tuesday without a laptop on the table."

"We used to do that anyway," she murmured, her gaze drifting back to the window.

"We were twenty-six then," Sam said with a small laugh, trying to lighten the density that seemed to have settled into the corners of the room. "We didn't have a mortgage on a Victorian terrace or seven employees to pay at the firm. Things change."

"They do," she agreed.

She stood up, taking her empty plate to the sink. She didn't rinse it immediately. She just stood with her hands resting on the edge of the stainless steel basin, her shoulders small against the backdrop of the dark garden outside. Through the reflection in the glass, she could see Sam pull the phone out from under his napkin the second she turned her back. The blue light caught the sharp angle of his jaw, the slight furrow of his brow as his eyes scanned a new notification.

He didn't look up when she walked back to the table to clear his plate. His thumb was already moving, typing a short, efficient reply to an email that had nothing to do with the house they lived in.

By midnight, the house was completely dark.

The heat had clicked off at eleven, and the old timbers of the terrace were beginning to cool, creaking softly as the temperature dropped toward the frost Chloe had warned about. In the master bedroom on the first floor, the air smelled faintly of the lavender soap Victoria had used before climbing into bed.

They lay on opposite sides of the mattress, the space between them a wide, white expanse of linen. Sam was on his side, his back turned to her, his breathing heavy and regular, feigning the deep sleep of a man who had earned his rest. Victoria lay flat on her back, her eyes open, staring at the thin line of light where the streetlamp slipped through the gap in the heavy velvet curtains.

She had been awake for an hour, listening to the river traffic in the distance and the wind rising through the plane trees on the Green. Her mind was doing a quiet, exhausting arithmetic counting the hours they had spent in the same room over the past week, subtracting the minutes they had spent actually looking at one another. The total was always a small, frightening number.

On the nightstand on Sam's side of the bed, his phone lay face up on the polished oak surface.

The screen suddenly cracked the darkness, a sharp, white flash that illuminated the corner of the room. It didn't ringSam always kept it on silent after ninebut the vibration was a low, dull thrum against the wood that seemed to vibrate straight through the mattress.

Victoria didn't move. She didn't turn her head, she kept her eyes on the ceiling, her breath caught in her chest.

The screen stayed bright for ten seconds, the black text of a preview banner visible even from where she lay. It was a name she had started seeing on the billing sheets he brought home from the office, a name he dropped into conversation with that specific, unbothered lightness people used when they wanted to prove a stranger was insignificant.

N. Owen.

Beside her, Sam stirred. He didn't wake with the sudden start of someone caught out; his movement was smooth, practiced. He rolled over, his shoulder blocking her view of the nightstand as his hand reached out and slid the phone from the wood.

The blue light flared against his face in the dark. Victoria closed her eyes, hiding behind the dark screen of her own eyelids, but she could hear the tiny, wet sound of his thumb tapping against the glass, the soft rustle of the duvet as he shifted his weight to get a better angle.

He didn't put the phone back down on the nightstand. When he finished typing, he tucked it under his pillow, his hand remaining beneath the down, his fingers curled around the casing as if it were something fragile that might slip away if he let go.

He breathed out, a long, satisfied sigh that died out quickly in the cold room, and within five minutes, his breathing had slowed back into the heavy rhythm of sleep.

Victoria opened her eyes again. The line of light from the streetlamp hadn't changed. The room was exactly as it had been ten minutes ago, but the air felt thinner now, sharper, like the green scent of the cut stems in her shop before the water hit them. She lay perfectly still, her hands flat against her stomach, watching the dark shape of her husband’s back until the first grey light of Wednesday morning began to split the curtains.
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