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Chapter 1: The Sister Who Knew the Prayer

	The ivory roses arrived with their heads bruised.

	Bria Velazquez stood beside the loading dock of the St. Anthony Hotel with one hand inside a cardboard floral crate and the other already reaching for her pruning shears. The delivery driver hovered near the back of the truck, smelling faintly of diesel and gas station coffee, while two banquet staff rolled past with stacks of gold chiavari chairs that rattled over the concrete seams.

	“These were supposed to be Vendela,” Bria said.

	The driver checked the invoice clipped to his board. “Says ivory premium.”

	“Premium is what people write when they hope the bride won’t know the difference.”

	He blinked at her.

	Bria did not have the time or mercy to teach him rose classifications at eight seventeen in the morning, not when the groom’s mother had already emailed twice about aisle symmetry and the bride had texted a photograph of herself crying into a makeup towel. She drew one damaged rose from the crate and turned it between her fingers. The outer petals had browned along the edges, faint as tea stains.

	It would photograph like a bruise.

	“Call your warehouse,” she said. “Tell them I need two emergency buckets of white garden roses and Italian ruscus within forty minutes. Not cream. Not champagne. White.”

	“We’re slammed today.”

	“So am I.”

	She softened the sentence with a smile because women in wedding work learned that steel went down easier when wrapped in velvet. He pulled out his phone.

	Inside the ballroom, Velazquez Bloom existed in controlled motion. Melany Trujillo was on a ladder adjusting the floral arch one inch to the left while Leila Young sorted ribbon tails by length at the sweetheart table. The room smelled of eucalyptus, floor polish, and the almond-sugar sweetness of five hundred wrapped favors lined up along a side table. Morning light pushed through tall windows and caught the water in the centerpiece vases, making every table look briefly more expensive than the invoice had allowed.

	Bria crossed the ballroom counting without moving her lips. Twenty guest tables. Three low arrangements per table. Six cocktail clusters. A head table garland that needed more fullness near the left end because the bride’s mother would notice.

	She always noticed before anyone else could.

	“Please tell me those aren’t the roses,” Melany called from the ladder.

	“They’re compost with stems.”

	“Bride?”

	“In the Magnolia Suite crying into airbrush foundation.”

	“Mother of groom?”

	“Emailing like she’s negotiating a hostage release.”

	Melany climbed down with a strip of floral tape stuck to the back of her wrist. “So, normal Saturday.”

	Bria almost laughed. The sound reached the back of her throat and stopped there, where too much coffee and not enough sleep had left a raw place. She had been at the studio until one in the morning wiring ranunculus into hair combs because Aaliyah Burgess’s maid of honor had decided at the final fitting that the bridal party needed “something organic but intentional,” which was wedding language for unpaid last-minute labor.

	“Where’s Drew?” Melany asked.

	Bria checked the time on her phone though she already knew. “Parking, supposedly.”

	“He was supposed to bring the acrylic stands.”

	“He will.”

	Melany gave her a look that was not quite pity, which Bria appreciated. Pity had weight. It rearranged the air around a person.

	“He’ll be here,” Bria repeated, and lifted a crate of salvageable roses before Melany could offer.

	The ballroom carpet was patterned in faded blue and gold, old San Antonio elegance polished for weekend money. Bria knew which seams snagged cart wheels, which wall outlets flickered, which side entrance let in the least heat during summer load-ins. She knew how to convince a bride that a smaller arrangement was a design choice rather than a budget correction. She knew how to make wilted stems drink again if they had not given up completely.

	She knew how to save things that looked tired before the photographs.

	Her phone vibrated against her hip.

	Drew: Be there in 10. Traffic on 281 is stupid.

	Bria looked at the message, then at the acrylic stands still absent from the dessert table. She typed, Bring them straight to ballroom. Please.

	The please was muscle memory. Marriage had turned some words into padding.

	Near the head table, Leila held up two ribbon samples. “Mrs. Rosas? Pearl or ivory?”

	“Bria,” she corrected gently, as always. “Pearl. Ivory goes yellow under the uplights.”

	Leila nodded, cheeks pink. She was twenty-two and still thought mistakes had permanent records. Bria had hired her because the girl could process a delivery list faster than most seasoned coordinators and because she had cried in the interview only after admitting she needed the job badly. Bria understood people who counted the cost of things before touching them.

	At the sweetheart table, the bride’s bouquet waited in a glass cylinder, wrapped in silk the color of warm milk. Bria had made it herself at midnight, after redoing the cascade twice because the bride wanted softness but not “messy softness.” White peonies, ranunculus, lisianthus, a few hidden sprigs of rosemary for the grandmother who had raised her.

	The coordinator, a tall woman in black linen, hurried across the room holding a small velvet pouch. “Bria, thank God. The bride wants this tied into the bouquet.”

	Bria opened the pouch.

	A small gold charm slid into her palm. Inside the oval frame was a grainy sonogram image, no bigger than her thumbnail. Beneath it, engraved in careful script, were the words: For the baby we carry with us today.

	The ballroom noise thinned around the edges.

	“She lost the pregnancy last year,” the coordinator said softly. “She didn’t tell many people, but she wants it with her when she walks.”

	Bria closed her fingers around the charm before anyone could see the tremor that started near the base of her thumb. The metal warmed quickly against her skin.

	“I’ll secure it,” she said.

	“You’re sure?”

	“Yes.”

	She carried the charm to the side prep table and pulled a length of narrow silk from her kit. Her hands knew the work. Thread through loop. Wrap twice beneath the blooms. Anchor under the ribbon fold. Not too visible, not hidden. Close enough that the bride could touch it with her thumb if she needed to.

	Two miscarriages had taught Bria that people wanted grief to be either private enough not to disturb dinner or beautiful enough to belong in a ceremony. The first time, she had bled through a pair of gray sweatpants while Drew was at a client lunch and Joelle had driven her to the doctor with one hand gripping the steering wheel and the other reaching blindly across the console for Bria’s knee.

	The second time, there had been no dramatic rush. Just the bathroom floor, a white towel, Drew knocking once before opening the door. He had said her name like he had already run out of tools.

	Joelle had slept on the sofa that night. She had made cinnamon toast at three in the morning because it was the only food Bria could keep down. She had brushed Bria’s hair before the follow-up appointment, patient with every knot.

	Her sister knew the prayer Bria had stopped saying out loud.

	“Bride’s coming down for first look in fifteen,” Melany called.

	Bria tucked the charm into place and lifted the bouquet. It was heavier now. Not by much. Enough.

	Drew arrived at nine thirty-one carrying the acrylic stands under one arm and his charm under the other.

	That was the unfair part. Even late, even careless with time, Drew Rosas entered rooms like people had been waiting for him because they wanted to, not because he had failed them. Navy suit, open collar, hair still damp from a shower he had taken while Bria was cutting stems before sunrise. He kissed Melany’s cheek, complimented Leila’s ribbon work, apologized to the coordinator with a warmth that made her laugh instead of checking her watch.

	By the time he reached Bria, he had already been forgiven by everyone who had not needed him.

	“Hey,” he said, lowering the stands onto the table. “I know. I’m sorry. Traffic was a mess, and Conner called about the account before I got on the road.”

	“The dessert table was supposed to be set before photography.”

	“I said I’m sorry.”

	His voice was low enough that no one else would hear. Bria kept her hands on the bouquet ribbon and smoothed a fold that did not need smoothing.

	“Thank you for bringing them.”

	Drew looked at her for a second, long enough that she wondered if he might say more. He used to. In the early years, he would come up behind her at events and press a paper cup of coffee into her hand, already sweetened the way she liked. He would whisper, You’re terrifying when you’re competent, and she would pretend not to glow from it.

	Now he checked his phone.

	His face changed so quickly most people would have missed it. Bria did not. Wedding work trained the eye toward small failures: a candle leaning near chiffon, a mother’s smile tightening before a toast, a groom’s hand shaking when it should have been steady.

	“Everything okay?” she asked.

	“Work.” He locked the screen and slid the phone into his jacket pocket. “You know Conner.”

	No, she thought. I know you say Conner when you don’t want me to ask.

	The bride entered then, and Bria moved toward her because that was what Bria did. She moved toward the person who needed her most visibly.

	The next hour became lace, pins, camera shutters, and instructions spoken softly enough not to raise the bride’s nerves. Bria fixed the veil comb. Bria blotted water from the bouquet stems before they touched the dress. Bria guided the bride’s hand over the charm and watched the young woman’s face fold in for one private second before smoothing again for the photographer.

	“Thank you,” the bride whispered.

	Bria nodded because words would have asked too much from her.

	By noon, the ballroom had become what the contract promised. The replacement roses arrived barely in time, fat and white and fragrant with that peppery garden scent wholesalers never managed to fake. The arch looked full. The aisle markers matched. The dessert stands gleamed beneath tiny tarts and almond cakes.

	Bria stood near the back wall with her tablet, checking the final balance due against the vendor payment schedule. The old storefront on South Alamo sat at the bottom of the spreadsheet like a dare. Deposit paid. Plumbing pending. Electrical quote revised. Restoration timeline dependent on inspection.

	Her grandmother’s place had once been a dress shop with green tile along the entrance and a bell that rang whenever neighborhood women came in to have hems pinned. Bria had signed the lease two months ago with a hand that barely shook. Velazquez Bloom needed a real studio, not the cramped warehouse space with a broken swamp cooler and buckets wedged between filing cabinets. She wanted a front window. A consultation table. A walk-in cooler that did not sound like it was dying during appointments.

	She wanted one thing with her name on it that did not also belong to Drew.

	Her phone buzzed again.

	This time, it was the family group chat.

	Mom: Everyone, Joelle has news and I’m too excited to keep quiet another minute!

	Bria’s thumb stilled above the tablet.

	A photo loaded slowly, line by line. Joelle sat at their mother’s kitchen table wearing a yellow dress Bria recognized because she had bought it for her last birthday. Her younger sister held a strip of sonogram photos in one hand and covered her mouth with the other, eyes shiny, cheeks flushed.

	Joelle: Surprise. Baby coming in February.

	For a few seconds, Bria heard only the ballroom’s air-conditioning and the wet snip of Melany cutting stems across the room.

	Messages arrived fast.

	Helen: Ay, mi niña, congratulations.

	Mom: I’m going to be a grandmother.

	Conner Becker: That’s amazing!!!

	Someone sent balloons. Someone sent pink hearts, blue hearts, yellow stars.

	Bria stared at the small black-and-white image in Joelle’s hand. Her own body reacted before she had any useful thought, one hand pressing flat to her lower stomach as though old pain had a location and might answer if touched.

	Drew was across the ballroom near the dessert table. His phone was in his hand.

	He was smiling down at it.

	Not the polite smile he gave clients. Not the distracted one he gave Bria when he was half-listening. This was small and unguarded, gone almost as soon as it appeared.

	Bria looked back at the chat.

	Mom: Bria, did you see? Your sister tried to wait but I said family should know first.

	Joelle: I wanted you to know before dinner Sunday. I love you.

	A heart followed. Red. Bright. Almost childish.

	Bria’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. Congratulations would be correct. Beautiful news would be generous. I’m so happy for you would be the kind of lie families rewarded because it kept the table clean.

	She typed, Joelle.

	Deleted it.

	Typed, Congratulations.

	Deleted that too.

	Drew looked up, caught her watching, and tucked his phone against his palm. His expression rearranged itself into concern.

	“You saw?” he asked when he reached her.

	Bria nodded.

	“Hey.” He touched her elbow, careful and public. “You okay?”

	The question had teeth, though he did not seem to know it.

	Before she could answer, another text slid across the top of her screen. Not the family chat this time.

	Gunnar Abbott: Storm pushed water under the back door at the storefront. Not catastrophic, but the old threshold needs replacing before the next rain. I’ll send photos. You should know now, not after it costs you more.

	Bria read it twice.

	You should know now.

	Across from her, Drew’s phone lit again inside his hand. A name flashed for less than a second before his thumb moved. He turned the screen away and deleted whatever had appeared, too practiced to fumble.

	In the family chat, Joelle sent one more heart.

	Drew slipped his phone into his pocket and smiled at Bria as if nothing in the room had shifted.

	Bria looked down at the bouquet charm still shining in the bride’s flowers, at the sonogram on her own screen, at her husband’s empty hand.

	For the first time all day, she missed a detail she could not yet name.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Same Phone Case

	Drew’s thumb moved before Bria could ask what he had deleted.

	He slid the phone into his jacket pocket with the ease of a man who had never dropped a glass in front of a room full of guests. The ballroom kept shining around them. White roses, gold chairs, water goblets catching chandelier light, the bride laughing at something her photographer said while one hand remained wrapped around the bouquet charm Bria had tied there.

	“You saw Joelle’s news?” Drew asked again.

	Bria looked at the pocket where his phone had vanished. “I saw.”

	“She wanted to tell you in person.”

	“Did she?”

	His mouth held the shape of sympathy. “Come on, B. Don’t do that.”

	The old nickname landed with a private familiarity that should have comforted her. Instead, it made the back of her neck prickle. Drew only used it now when he wanted her softer than she felt.

	Bria checked the floral arch even though every stem was already in place. One white garden rose sat too low near the left side. She reached for it because flowers were simpler than husbands. Flowers told the truth quickly. Too dry, too warm, cut too short, bruised in transport. They did not ask you to admire them while they were already dying.

	“I’m working,” she said.

	“I know.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I just don’t want you hurting yourself over this.”

	Over this.

	Her sister was pregnant. Her husband had deleted a message. Her body remembered the clinic’s vinyl chair, the ultrasound monitor turned away too slowly, Joelle’s hand squeezing hers until both their fingers hurt.

	Bria tucked the rose deeper into the arch. “I’m not hurting myself.”

	Drew touched the small of her back, the public husband gesture. To anyone watching, it would look tender. To Bria, it felt like a hand checking whether a door had locked.

	“Good,” he said. “Because your mom is excited. Joelle is nervous. Let them have today, okay?”

	Bria turned then. His face was close enough for her to see a nick near his jawline where he had shaved too quickly. He smelled like cedar cologne and the mint gum he chewed when he wanted to hide coffee.

	“Let them?”

	His gaze flicked toward the photographer, the coordinator, the ballroom full of other people’s expensive joy. “You know what I mean.”

	She did. That was the problem. She always knew what Drew meant when he did not say it directly.

	Do not make this hard.

	Do not make this about you.

	Do not bleed where people can see.

	The ceremony coordinator called for the wedding party, and Bria turned away first. She did not trust herself to keep looking at him. For the rest of the event, she became useful in every direction. She fixed a groomsman’s boutonniere after he crushed it hugging his aunt. She found stain wipes for champagne on satin. She answered Melany’s questions with exact numbers and walked the ballroom perimeter twice before guests entered, counting candles, checking wicks, confirming that every centerpiece label faced the correct way.

	Drew stayed charming. Drew carried a crate. Drew made the groom’s father laugh. Drew leaned against the bar during room flip and sent a text with both thumbs, smiling at the screen until Bria looked over. Then he raised his phone as if showing he had nothing to hide and slipped it face down onto the bar.

	By the time they loaded the last empty buckets into Bria’s van, her feet ached through her black flats and floral tape had left gray adhesive on three fingers. The hotel service corridor smelled of mop water, melting ice, and the roasted chicken being plated for a banquet in the next ballroom.

	Drew took the crate from her hands. “I’ve got it.”

	“I can carry a crate.”

	“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

	He said it gently. Too gently. Like she had become a glass item.

	In the parking garage, Joelle’s name lit his dashboard when his phone connected to the car.

	Incoming call: Joelle Pope.

	Drew hit decline so fast Bria almost missed it.

	“Why didn’t you answer?” she asked.

	“She’s probably emotional. I’ll call her later.”

	“About being pregnant?”

	He started the car. “About you.”

	The garage lights passed over his face in strips as they drove down toward the street. Bria watched each band of brightness reveal him and remove him again.

	“What about me?”

	“She worries. You two are close.”

	“We are.”

	Drew merged into evening traffic near Travis Street, his fingers neat on the wheel. “She knows this is complicated for you.”

	A laugh nearly came out of Bria, but it would have sounded wrong. “Her pregnancy?”

	“Our history,” he said. “The miscarriages. The IVF. All of it.”

	All of it. The phrase did what people did when they did not want to touch individual wounds. It threw a sheet over them.

	Bria looked out at the River Walk tourists drifting past with shopping bags and paper cups, women in summer dresses, men carrying toddlers, a group of bridesmaids already barefoot. She had built a career around making public love beautiful enough to survive photographs. None of those photographs showed the invoices, the fights over guest lists, the mother who cried in the restroom, the groom who drank too much before portraits.

	By the time they reached the house, Drew had ordered dinner from the Thai place she liked, set her bag on the kitchen island, and told her twice to sit down.

	Their house in Alamo Heights had never quite felt like hers, though her name was on the mortgage. Drew had chosen the gray sectional. Drew had liked the black-framed prints. Bria had filled the place with flowers because empty surfaces unsettled her. Tonight the lilies on the console had opened too far, pollen staining the white petals orange.

	“Pad see ew,” Drew said, unpacking cartons. “Extra lime.”

	“Thank you.”

	He watched her too closely while she took the plate. “You’re quiet.”

	“I worked twelve hours.”

	“I mean quiet quiet.”

	She put noodles on her plate and scraped sauce from the carton because waste had always bothered her. Even now. Even with her pulse tapping too fast in her wrist.

	“I’m tired.”

	Drew sat beside her at the island rather than across from her. Another careful choice. Shoulder to shoulder felt less confrontational. He had always been good at arranging rooms without moving furniture.

	“Your mom wants us there Sunday,” he said.

	“For Joelle.”

	“For family.”

	Bria set down her fork. “You keep saying family like it answers something.”

	“It should answer some things.” His voice thinned a little, the gentle coating wearing away. “Your sister is happy and scared. Your mother is over the moon. I know this hurts, but you can’t punish Joelle because we had a hard time.”

	We.

	The word scraped.

	Bria looked at him. “I haven’t punished anyone.”

	“Not yet.”

	For a second, neither of them moved.

	Then his phone vibrated on the island.

	They had bought the same case at the airport in Dallas after a flight delay, matte black with a ridge near the camera. Bria’s had a tiny scratch near the lower corner from where she had dropped it outside a venue. Drew’s did not. Most days she could tell without thinking.

	Tonight both phones lay near the takeout bag, face down, identical in the kitchen light.

	Drew stood to get water.

	The phone vibrated again.

	Bria picked it up.

	Wrong weight by a fraction. Wrong warmth from his hand.

	The screen lit before she could set it down.

	Joelle: She still doesn’t know, does she?

	Bria’s fingers went cold around the case.

	The kitchen faucet ran behind her. Drew hummed under his breath, some tune from a commercial he always claimed to hate. Bria stared at the message preview until the words stopped being words and became shapes carved into glass.

	She should put it down.

	She should ask him.

	She should not become the kind of wife who opened a husband’s phone in the kitchen while noodles went sticky on a plate.

	The screen recognized his face when he turned slightly from the sink, laughing at something he was about to say. The phone unlocked in her hand.

	Drew reached for a towel. He had not noticed.

	Bria opened the message.

	Joelle’s thread filled the screen in blue and gray, older than the pregnancy announcement, older than the miscarriage anniversary last spring, older than the weekend Bria had spent in bed after the failed IVF cycle while Joelle brought soup and Drew said he needed to clear his head.

	Drew: She’s not ready to hear anything.

	Joelle: I’m showing soon. Mom already noticed.

	Drew: I’ll handle Bria.

	Joelle: You always say that.

	Bria scrolled up once. Twice. Her hand did not shake
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