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The Founder’s Wife
The crack in my ballroom ceiling existed only because Naomi Bell had put a light in the wrong place.

I stood beneath it while the photographer tested his camera and Grant laughed at something I could not hear. Twenty feet above me, a dark line ran through the pale blue border of the restored plasterwork. It began at the west cornice and vanished beside the central medallion. To anyone else, it looked like the first warning of failure. To me, it looked like a shadow.

“That uplight needs to move eighteen inches,” I said.

The photographer lowered his camera. His assistant looked at Naomi.

Naomi had arranged herself beside the equipment table in cream trousers and a sleeveless black blouse, immaculate despite the ladders and cables. “Is it urgent?” she asked. “We’re already losing the morning light.”

“If you photograph it as it is, everyone who knows old plaster will think the ceiling has opened.”

Grant glanced up. “Has it?”

“No.”

He smiled, relieved by the only part of my answer that mattered to him. “Then we’re safe.”

I moved the light myself. It was heavier than it looked, and its metal housing was hot enough to sting my palm. When I angled it toward the pilaster instead of the cornice, the crack disappeared. The ceiling returned to what it was: four hundred and eighty square feet of lime plaster, hand-modeled leaves and narrow gilt bands, all held above us by work most guests would never notice.

During the first winter, rain had fallen directly into this room. I still remembered standing on the ruined floor beneath a temporary roof, emptying buckets while a structural engineer explained why saving the ceiling would cost more than replacing it. I had thanked him, found another engineer and kept the ceiling.

“There,” the photographer said. “Perfect.”

Naomi gave me the quick, bright smile she used when competence had briefly inconvenienced her. “I knew there was a reason we kept you close.”

It was meant warmly. Naomi was skilled at warmth. She could make possession sound like praise.

Grant took his place beneath the medallion. His navy suit had been chosen to complement the room, although he would have said the choice was accidental. He never admitted to preparing for a camera. He simply arrived looking as though light had been waiting for him.

“Let’s begin with the founder portrait,” the photographer said.

Grant did not correct him.

Once, he would have. In the first years, he had told anyone who listened that I had saved the Carroway and he had merely persuaded people to sleep in it. Later, when interviews became frequent and my work became harder to explain in a caption, the corrections grew shorter. Then they stopped.

I told myself it was efficient. Grant was the face of the hotel. I was the person who made sure the face had something worth standing in front of.

Naomi crossed the ballroom and touched my elbow. “Vivian, could I borrow you for a second?”

She guided me two steps to the left, then another. I looked back and saw my reflection in the tall antique mirror behind Grant, a dark figure at the edge of the frame.

Naomi noticed it too. “A little farther, please.”

I stepped through the carved doorway and into the corridor.

From the corridor, I watched Grant turn toward the windows on the photographer’s instruction. He rested one hand on the back of an eighteenth-century chair my great-aunt Eleanor had bought at auction in 1962. His expression became thoughtful, proprietary and just humble enough to photograph well.

The camera clicked beneath the ceiling I had rebuilt.

I checked the light once more and returned to the south-wall report. The photograph would soon be replaced by another. The ceiling would remain.

“Excellent,” Naomi said. “That gives us the hero image for the anniversary campaign.” She checked something on her tablet. “We’ll use it behind Grant during the evening announcement.”

Grant looked at Naomi before he looked at me.

I stepped back into the ballroom. “What evening announcement?”

Naomi looked down at her tablet. “The anniversary announcement. Grant has the revised program.”

“I have a draft from last month.”

“Then I’m ahead of you.” She said it with an apologetic smile, as though efficiency had created the problem. “I’ll send the current version when the language is approved.”

“Approved by whom?”

The photographer called Grant back to his mark. Grant touched two fingers to his cuff and gave me the smile he used when a conversation would be easier later. “We’ll go through it this afternoon, Viv.”

Naomi was already walking toward the library. “We should check the exhibition pieces while they still have the scanner upstairs.”

The library occupied the quiet corner between the ballroom and the courtyard. It had been Eleanor’s office as much as a place for books. The walnut shelves, green marble fireplace and painted ceiling were protected under the hotel’s preservation agreement. Even changing the wall sconces required drawings and written approval.

Naomi regarded those restrictions as a failure of imagination.

“The room is beautiful,” she said as she opened the inner archive door. “But outside private events, it sits empty most evenings.”

“Guests use it.”

“Guests walk through it. A members’ room would give them a reason to stay.”

“Eleanor’s library is not becoming a members’ room.”

Naomi set her tablet on the worktable and turned to the three archival boxes beneath the shaded lamps. I had prepared an inventory before giving her access. Now several spaces were empty. Eleanor’s reopening ledger was gone, along with two photograph folders and the blue cloth journal she had kept during the hotel’s final year before closure.

“Where are the missing pieces?” I asked.

“Upstairs for scanning.”

“They were not approved to leave this room.”

“They haven’t left the hotel.” Naomi pulled on a pair of cotton gloves and lifted a photograph by its edges. “The scanner team is on the second floor. Everything is being handled properly.”

I held out my hand. She returned the photograph.

It showed me in the ballroom before the restoration, open to the sky along the south wall. I was twenty-eight, standing on a scaffold in borrowed coveralls, my hair tied inside a red scarf. The date and my initials were written on the back in Grant’s slanting handwriting.

“This one anchors the transformation section,” Naomi said. “Grant told me the temporary roof failed twice that winter.”

“I told you that.”

She paused. “Yes. In our first interview.”

Over the past six months, I had given Naomi twelve hours of recorded interviews. I had explained the lime plaster tests, the arguments over the ballroom windows and the week I slept in the hotel because the new roof leaked whenever the wind came from the river. She had listened closely. At the time, I had been grateful.

I replaced the photograph in its folder. “I want to see every caption before anything is mounted.”

“They’re still with design.”

“Then ask design to send them.”

“Of course.” Naomi turned to the glass cabinet at the end of the room. “We also need the ceremonial key.”

The key lay in a fitted velvet box on the middle shelf. It was brass, nearly six inches long and too ornate for any working lock. Eleanor had carried it at anniversary dinners and staff celebrations. After I inherited the hotel, I had used it once, on the morning the Carroway reopened.

“It can be displayed in the locked case,” I said.

“Grant will need to hold it during the presentation.”

I looked at her. “Why?”

“It connects the original hotel to what comes next.” Naomi closed the cabinet. “People understand continuity when you give them something they can see.”

She moved to the stack nearest the door and checked a list on her tablet. The top box held staff photographs and menus from the first five years after reopening. A temporary white label had been fixed across my handwritten inventory card.

WESTMERE LAUNCH.

I read it twice before I asked, “Who is Westmere?”

“A hospitality investment group,” Naomi said. “Grant can explain it better than I can.”

She removed the label and folded it in half before dropping it into the wastebasket.

I made her bring the missing archive pieces downstairs before she left the library. The ledger and journals came back in a wheeled hotel-service cart, each wrapped in tissue and stacked between clean towels. Nothing appeared damaged. I locked the archive after Naomi left and kept the key.

By the time Grant came to my office, I had returned everything to its proper box and written down what had been taken.

He brought two coffees. Mine had a little milk, the way I had taken it for twenty-three years. He set it beside my right hand and kissed the top of my head.

“Naomi said you found one of her working labels.”

“Who is Westmere?”

Grant sat in the chair across from my desk. “Westmere Hospitality Partners. They invest in independent hotels.”

“Are they investing in this one?”

“We’ve had conversations.”

“That sounds different from a launch.”

He smiled. “You know Naomi. Everything is a launch with her.”

I did know Naomi. I also knew Grant had not answered the question.

“What are you announcing at the gala?”

“Nothing final. Westmere may come in as a strategic partner. It could give us the capital to do some things we’ve postponed.”

“Which things?”

“The upper-floor suites. The restaurant. Better marketing. We’ll go through the proposal together.”

“When?”

He checked his watch. “I have calls until four. Dinner?”

“Naomi said there was approved language.”

“Their lawyers approve every sentence before it goes into a public program. It doesn’t mean we’ve agreed to anything.”

He said it in the patient tone he used when I asked about contracts. For a moment, I wondered whether I had made too much of a working label. Grant had managed hotel financing, contracts and publicity for years. I had let him, first because I was rebuilding the Carroway and later because the arrangement seemed to work.

“Does Westmere know the operating lease expires in six months?” I asked.

“Of course. That is one reason we need to settle the renewal now.”

“Renewal with Carroway Hospitality?”

“With some updated provisions. Nothing you need to worry about before you see the











d2d_images/cover.jpg
g V
'MY HUSBANI]

jFL i N Fq‘lj
_LEAH RIVINGTON -






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





