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	CONTENT NOTES

	This is a contemporary romance intended for adult readers. It contains the discovery of infidelity, emotional manipulation within a family, a controlling marriage, estrangement, and a concealed pregnancy carried to term. It is, above all, a story about leaving a marriage that should never have been — and building a truer life on the other side of it. Please read with care.
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	PROLOGUE

	One Hundred Years

	The night I stopped being Margot Hartwell, I carried a tray of forty-eight champagne macarons across the great room of my mother-in-law’s house, and not one of the shells cracked.

	I need you to understand what that takes. Macarons are spite in dessert form. The almond flour has to be sifted twice or the tops go pebbled. The meringue has to be folded exactly enough and never once more. They can smell fear, I used to tell my students, back when I had students, and that night every one of those forty-eight little domes sat smooth and pale gold on the silver because I had piped them with hands that already knew everything and had decided, somewhere around two that afternoon, not to shake.

	It was the Hartwell Legacy Gala. Vivienne threw it every September on the lawn at Wexley Cove — two hundred guests under a tent the color of old money, a string quartet sawing through Vivaldi, and a banner that read ONE HUNDRED YEARS in letters I was almost certain had been gold-leafed by someone billed at an hourly rate. The Hartwells had built the town, or close enough that no one argued. There was a Hartwell wing at the hospital and a Hartwell reading room at the library and a bronze Hartwell on a bronze horse in the square, gone green at the joints, one arm flung out toward a horizon none of the rest of us could see.

	I had made all of the sugar in that tent. The macarons, the croquembouche that stood taller than the youngest grandchild, the lemon tarts with candied thyme that Charles claimed to dislike and ate six of, every September, while looking at the middle distance. For three years I had been this family’s pastry chef and they had never once thought to pay me, and that was fine, I had told myself, that was what you did. You gave the thing you were good at to the people you loved and you did not put a number on it.

	Across the tent, my husband had his hand at the small of Whitney Loring’s back.

	It was nothing. That was the genius of it. His hand was not low and it was not lingering; it was the steadying hand you’d give anyone in heels on uneven grass, and Whitney laughed at whatever Adrian said and put two fingers against his lapel the way you’d touch a doorframe, and the two of them were so good at it, so practiced, that anyone watching would have seen a man being kind to an old family friend. I had watched it for years and seen exactly that.

	I knew better now. I had known better since Tuesday.

	I set the tray down on the dessert table and squared it to the edge, because the legs of the table were never quite level and I had learned to compensate, and I let myself look at the whole room at once the way you step back from a cake to check that it’s plumb. There was Vivienne in pale gray, holding court near the quartet, her gaze passing over Adrian and Whitney and softening at the corners in a way it had never once softened for me. There was Blair, my sister-in-law, watching her mother watch them, smiling into her wine. There was Charles, silent, eating thyme. And there, at the edge of it, half a head taller than everyone and looking like he wanted to be anywhere else, my brother-in-law Theo caught my eye and lifted his glass an inch, just for me, the only Hartwell who ever had.

	I understood, standing there with sugar still on my cuffs, that I had spent three years being the help at the party celebrating my own replacement. That it was not an accident, and it was not new, and the woman his mother had chosen for him was twelve feet away with her hand on his lapel, and everyone in that family had known longer than I had.

	I did not scream. I want that on the record. I did not cry, and I did not throw the croquembouche, though God knows it would have shattered beautifully. I pressed one hand flat against my stomach, low, where no one could see what I was already protecting, and I felt the only thing I had left that was genuinely, entirely mine, and I thought: all right.

	Then I picked a thyme leaf off my sleeve and went to refill the champagne, smiling, because I had decided something, and a woman who has decided something can do almost anything with her face.

	I’m going to tell you how a girl who could have had her own name ended up baking centerpieces for the people who were already planning to throw her away. I’m going to tell you what he did, and what his mother did, and what all of them did with their soft, warm, terrible smiles. And then I’m going to tell you what I did about it — quietly, on my own clock, carrying the one thing their hundred years of money was never going to be able to buy back.

	But I have to go back to the beginning. I have to go back to before I knew that Hartwell was a thing you could become, and a thing you could survive.

	
 

	ONE

	The Plan

	Before I was a Hartwell, I was the best pastry chef at a restaurant called Marrow, and I had a plan.

	The plan had a name. I was going to call it Comb — short for honeycomb, and for the thing you do to make order out of a tangle — and it was going to be a narrow storefront in Brooklyn with a marble counter I’d already half priced out and a case of laminated pastry so good people would walk twenty minutes out of their way for it. I had three years of savings in an account I didn’t touch, a binder of recipes I’d built since culinary school, and a standing offer from my chef at Marrow to be my first investor the day I found the right lease. I was twenty-seven. I worked fourteen-hour days and my back hurt and I have never, before or since, been that certain of who I was.

	People think pastry is the gentle corner of a kitchen. It isn’t. The line cooks improvise; we don’t. A gram off and the thing collapses. You learn to be exact and you learn to be calm, because panic curdles custard, and after enough years it stops being a skill you turn on at work and becomes the way your whole nervous system is wired. I could be screamed at by an expediter and pull a tray of cracked-perfect canelés in the same minute. I mention this so that later, when I tell you I stood in a tent and decided not to shake, you’ll know it wasn’t shock. It was training.

	Adrian Hartwell came into Marrow on a Thursday in October, at the dead hour between lunch and dinner when the dining room was empty and I was at the pass plating a tasting for a private event, and he stood at the host stand long enough that someone sent me out because everyone else was on break.

	He was tall and dark-haired and dressed like money that didn’t need to announce itself, and he apologized for being there at the wrong time, which no one with money ever did. He’d come to talk to the chef about a dinner. The chef wasn’t in. I told him so, and I should have left it there, but he looked down at the tray in my hands — a little plate of pâte de fruits I was testing, quince and black currant — and asked, with what I’d later learn was his most dangerous quality, real curiosity, what they were.

	So I told him. I told him about pectin and about why quince sets harder than apple and about the difference between a fruit jelly that’s elegant and one that’s just candy, and he listened the way almost no one listens, like the information was a gift and not a delay, and when I finally stopped, embarrassed, he said, “You’re going to have your own place.”

	It wasn’t a question. I said yes. He said, “What’s it called,” and I told him a thing I’d told maybe four people, and he repeated it back — “Comb” — and nodded like he was filing it somewhere permanent.

	I didn’t fall for him that day. I want to be honest about this, because later everyone wanted the story to be a fairy tale, and it wasn’t; it was slower and better than that. He came back. He came back at the wrong hour on a Thursday three weeks running, and each time he’d ask one specific question about the thing I was making, and each time he’d remember the answer from the time before. He learned the names of my pastries. He learned that I took my coffee with too much milk and no sugar, which always surprised people who assumed the pastry chef had a sweet tooth. When my subway flooded out one night and I texted the only number I had, half hoping, he drove in from somewhere with a bridge between us and sat with me on a bench outside the station for an hour and brought, of all things, a thermos of hot chocolate, because, he said, no one should wait for a train in the cold without it.

	For the better part of a year, Adrian was the best thing in my life that wasn’t a recipe. He was funny in a dry, watchful way. He asked about Comb constantly — the lease, the equipment, the espresso machine I was lusting after — and once, early, when I confessed I was scared the savings would never quite be enough, he said, “Then we’ll figure it out,” and the we landed in me like a stone dropped in a well, and I heard it go all the way down.

	I knew he had family money. You couldn’t not know; it was in the shoes and the unhurried way he moved through the world, the way doors seemed to have been opened a half-second before he reached them his whole life. He talked about his father with a careful flatness and about his mother not at all, and when I asked, the first time, what his parents were like, he was quiet for a beat too long and then said, “Formal,” and changed the subject so smoothly I didn’t notice until later that he had.

	There was one night — I keep coming back to it — when we were walking somewhere and passed a bakery, closed and dark, with a TO LEASE sign in the window, and I stopped and pressed my face to the glass like a kid, mapping it, case here, ovens in back, two-top by the window, and Adrian stood behind me and I felt him watching my reflection instead of the room, and he said, very quietly, almost to himself, “I hope they don’t take it out of you.”

	I turned around. “Take what out of me?”

	And he smiled, and it was a real smile, but there was something underneath it I didn’t have a name for yet, and he said, “This. The way you want things.” He kissed my forehead. “Don’t let anyone take it out of you.”

	I thought it was the most romantic thing a man had ever said to me. I thought he meant the world, the grind, the way a city wears the want off people. I held it like a vow.

	I understand now that he knew exactly who he was bringing me home to, and exactly what they did to women who wanted things, and that the warning was real, and that he gave it to me anyway and then drove me straight into it. That’s the part I had to grow into hating. He saw it coming. He saw all of it coming, and he loved me, in his thin and frightened way, and he handed me to them regardless, because in the end Adrian Hartwell had never once in his life chosen the harder thing, and I was about to become the hardest thing he’d ever have to choose.

	But that was later. That October, walking home, I just thought I’d found a man who saw me. He proposed eleven months after the pâte de fruits, on the roof of his building with the whole grid of the city laid out below us like something you could fold up and keep, and I said yes before he finished, and the next weekend he took me to Wexley Cove to meet his mother.

	
 

	TWO

	The House

	The house had a name. I should have known from that.

	Not a number, not a street anyone said out loud — the house at Wexley Cove, or just the house, the way you’d say the sky. It sat at the end of a private lane where the trees had been planted a century ago by someone who’d never see them full grown, which I’d come to learn was the whole Hartwell theology in a sentence: plant the thing you’ll be dead before you can enjoy, so that your name keeps standing in the shade of it. The house was gray stone and white trim and it looked at the water the way the bronze ancestor looked at the horizon — like it owned the view and was disappointed in it.

	Vivienne met us in the front hall under a chandelier the size of a small car. She was sixty then, silver-blond, in trousers and a blouse that cost more than my monthly rent, and she had Adrian’s exact bones, which meant for one disorienting second I was looking at my fiancé as a beautiful, cold woman who did not want me there.

	“Margot,” she said, and she said it correctly, the soft g, which surprised me, and she took both my hands and held me at arm’s length and looked, and I felt myself being read like a label on a bottle. “How lovely. Adrian’s told us so little.” She smiled. “He does that with the things he means to keep.”

	I didn’t know yet that this was the Vivienne genus of sentence — the one shaped exactly like a compliment, with a hook set in the soft underside of it. I just heard means to keep and let it warm me.

	Charles shook my hand and said it was a pleasure and then receded, which I’d come to understand was his entire role, a man who’d made a fortune in something I never fully grasped and then spent thirty years agreeing with his wife from a comfortable chair. Blair, Adrian’s older sister, came down the stairs in the manner of someone making an entrance to an audience of one — me — and embraced me with her whole front and none of her arms and said, “Oh, finally, we were starting to think he’d invented you,” in a voice like sugar left out in the sun.

	And then there was Theo.

	He was the younger brother, two years behind Adrian, and he came in late from somewhere with grass on his shoes and shook my hand like he meant it and said, “Whatever they’ve already told you, half of it’s a test. Fail the right ones.” His mother said, “Theodore,” and he winked at me, and I felt, in that whole gleaming house, the first thing that was warm.

	We had drinks on the terrace before dinner. The water went from blue to pewter to gold. And somewhere in there, Vivienne, holding her glass with both hands as though it were a small bird, turned the conversation, with the unhurried confidence of a woman who had never once been interrupted, to me.

	“Now. Adrian says you bake.” She said bake the way you’d say a child paints — fondly, finally. “How sweet. Where do you do that?”

	“I’m a pastry chef,” I said. “At Marrow, in the city. I’m working toward my own place, actually.” And because I was young and proud and didn’t yet know the temperature of the room, I told them about Comb. The marble counter. The lease I was hunting. The espresso machine. I felt Adrian shift beside me, and I read it as nerves and kept going, because I wanted these people to see what I’d seen in myself, the certainty, the want.

	There was a small silence when I finished. The water made its sound against the rocks.

	“A little shop,” Vivienne said warmly. “How charming.” She turned the glass a quarter-turn. “My grandmother used to do the most beautiful needlework. Truly museum-quality. She gave it up, of course, when she married — there simply wasn’t time, with the house and the family and everything that came with the name. But she always said it made her a more interesting woman to have had it.” She smiled at me, and it reached every part of her face except the part that mattered. “It’s so good for a girl to have had a passion.”

	Had. Past tense, already, on the terrace, before I’d even been measured for the dress.

	I didn’t catch it. Or I caught it and let it go, which is the same thing in the end and is the thing I’d do a thousand more times before I learned to stop. Blair caught my eye over the rim of her wine and smiled like we were sharing something, and I smiled back, not understanding yet that the thing we were sharing was her certainty that I would not last.

	It was at dinner that Whitney’s name first crossed the table.

	Vivienne raised it the way she raised everything, lightly, a leaf set on water. The Lorings would be at the club on Sunday; would Adrian come; Whitney had asked after him. “You remember Whitney,” she said to me, the you a small cruelty, since I had never met the woman and we both knew it. “The Lorings are very old friends. Whitney and Adrian practically grew up in each other’s pockets.” She let that sit. “She’s just back from Geneva. Such a capable girl.” And here she looked at her son with the open, undefended fondness I had already, on the terrace, watched her decline to spend on me, and I felt a thing move through the room that I had no name for, a current, the family rearranging itself a half-inch around a woman who wasn
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