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[Adrienne's POV]

I stepped into Isabelle Moreau’s office and told her I needed the wedding to stay exactly as planned.

The date. The Chicago venue. The flowers. The guest list. The order of the ceremony. The music cue for the walk down the aisle. Every last detail.

“Only one thing changes,” I said.

Isabelle stared at me across her glass desk. A wall of sample silk swatches and seating charts sat behind her, neat and expensive and absurdly calm. “I’m sorry?”

“The bride.”

For one second, she did not move at all. Then she set down the pen in her hand very carefully. “Adrienne, I think before we discuss any changes of that scale, I need to speak with Mr. Sterling.”

“No.”

The word came out too fast. Too hard.

Her eyes lifted to my face. I could feel how white my fingers had gone where they were digging into the handle of my bag. I forced them to loosen, one by one.

“No,” I repeated, quieter this time. “You will not contact Julian Sterling about this. From now on, every communication regarding this wedding goes through me. Only me.”

“Adrienne.” Isabelle’s voice softened, but not enough to make it kind. It was the tone people used when they thought something terrible had happened but hadn’t yet decided whether to ask. “This is a legal and contractual matter. I can’t simply alter the principal parties without confirmation.”

“You won’t alter the date. You won’t alter the venue. You won’t alter the event structure.” I heard how flat my voice had become. “You will keep every booking in place. The new photographs and display materials will be delivered to you. Any visual assets that need replacing will be replaced. Any wording that needs adjusting will be sent to you directly. You do not need his confirmation.”

Her mouth parted, then shut again.

I looked at the mood board on the side table. White roses. Ivory linen. Minimal calligraphy. The tasteful architecture of a perfect lie.

“This wedding goes ahead,” I said. “Exactly as scheduled.”

Isabelle held my gaze for a long moment. She was too experienced to fidget, too intelligent to pretend she didn’t understand the shape of what I was saying. “Are you asking me to proceed without informing the groom?”

“I’m telling you to proceed under my instruction.” My throat tightened around the words, but I kept going. “And I’m telling you that if anyone from the Sterling family contacts you, you refer them back to me.”

“That is highly unusual.”

I almost laughed.

Instead, I said, “So is discovering your fiancé has been legally married to someone else for eight months.”

The silence after that felt clean.

Isabelle went still in a different way this time. Not confusion. Shock.

I watched her absorb it. Watched the professionalism lock itself more tightly across her face. “I see.”

“I doubt that,” I said.

She drew in a breath. “Do you want me to cancel—”

“No.”

Again, too sharp. Too immediate.

I swallowed and lowered my voice. “No. I want the wedding to remain intact.”

Her eyes flicked over my face, searching for cracks. I gave her none.

“At the end of this,” she said carefully, “there may be consequences.”

“There will be.” I stood. “That’s the point.”

When I left her office, she was still sitting upright behind that glass desk, as if she had just watched a knife be placed on the table between us and understood, too late, that it would be used.

*****
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THE FEBRUARY WIND HIT me the moment I stepped onto the street.

London looked the way it always did when it wanted to feel indifferent—wet pavement, iron-gray sky, black cabs sliding past like polished machines. The cold pushed through my coat and down into my ribs. I stopped at the curb and stood there for a moment, not moving.

My chest felt tight enough to split.

My fingertips had gone numb. I looked down at them, then opened my phone and booked a one-way train ticket out of London.

Not for today. Not yet.

Just a route. A line out. Proof that I could leave when I chose.

The confirmation email landed in my inbox a second later. One-way. No return.

I stared at it until the screen blurred, then locked my phone.

It felt almost orderly, this part. Like labeling boxes before a fire reached the house.

My phone rang before I had taken ten steps.

Julian.

For a second, I just watched his name glow on the screen. Then I answered.

“Hi,” he said, warm and easy, as if warmth had not become a contaminated thing. “Where are you?”

“Out.”

He laughed softly. “That sounds secretive.”

I said nothing.

“I’m calling because my mother asked me to remind you about dinner tonight. She wants you at the house by seven. Vivienne has apparently decided this is urgent.”

Of course she had. Nothing in that family happened without choreography.

“And,” he added, voice dropping into the affectionate register he used when he wanted to sound like home, “I have something for my future bride.”

My stomach turned so abruptly I had to stop walking.

Traffic hissed through the wet street beside me. Somewhere behind me, someone dragged a suitcase over stone. I pressed my nails into my palm and made my voice smooth.

“A gift?”

“You’ll see tonight.”

I could hear the smile in his voice. The same smile that had followed me through half my adult life.

We had known each other for years before I let myself call it love. Our mothers had moved through the same charitable orbit for so long that his face had become part of the backdrop of gallery openings, donor dinners, and carefully lit winter fundraisers. Then later, when I was older, he stopped being backdrop. He became the man who stayed. The man who remembered. The man who showed up.

I had thought that made him different.

I had thought wrong.

After my mother died when I was seventeen, my father had filled the house with a new family so quickly it felt almost administrative. New routines. New laughter. New people occupying the spaces that had still held her voice. Then came the language of concern. Rest. Space. Time to recover. I was sent to a remote estate in Scotland under the clean excuse that quiet would help me.

That was the first time I understood how abandonment could arrive without raised voices.

Just signatures. Arrangements. Closed doors.

That night at the estate, I had woken thick with medication, my head heavy and my limbs slow. A strange man had been in the room before I understood I was no longer dreaming. His voice had stayed low, almost soothing, which made it worse. I remembered the smell of alcohol and wool. The shape of him moving closer. The threat in his hand when he told me not to scream.

I had grabbed the nearest glass bottle and thrown it.

My hand had shaken so badly I nearly missed.

The bottle shattered against his shoulder. I had tried to back away, but the room spun. I could barely breathe. I still remembered the sound of the door slamming open. Julian had come in hard and fast, crossing the room in a blur and putting himself in front of me before I could even focus on his face.

I had been freezing. My teeth chattering. My whole body locked.

His face had looked terrible. Not angry first. Afraid.

Afraid for me.

After that came months of therapy. Then years, if I was honest. Broken sleep. Night terrors. Pills I hated and still needed. Days that looked functional from the outside and felt like collapse from the inside. Julian had driven me to appointments, sat in waiting rooms, remembered dosage changes, tracked the nights I didn’t sleep, arranged dinners I could tolerate, left lamps on when darkness made me shake.

He had stood beside the ruins long enough that I began to believe he was not capable of becoming one.

That was how I loved him. Not quickly. Not foolishly. Piece by piece. As if trust were a structure that could be rebuilt by hand.

Before I agreed to be with him, I had given him only one condition.

“If you stop loving me,” I had said, “tell me and leave. I can survive that. But if you betray me, I’ll disappear from your life completely.”

He had taken my hand in both of his. His grip had been steady. His eyes had not left mine.

“I will always choose you,” he had said. “Only you.”

Last night, while I was putting away his suit after a dinner he had been too tired to stay awake through, a folded document had slipped from the inner pocket onto the floor.

A marriage certificate.

I had bent to pick it up, still thinking there had to be some explanation that did not involve madness. Then I saw the names.

Groom: Julian Sterling.

Bride: Sienna Laurent.

Registration date: eight months earlier.

For one long second, all sound had drained out of the room. Then I had taken out my phone and photographed everything. Every line. Every seal. Every number. I had written down the certificate ID by hand. Then I folded it again and slid it back into his pocket exactly as I had found it.

When I finally stood up, shock had already hardened into something quieter.

Not grief. Not yet.

A kind of dead stillness.

I remembered Sienna. Of course I did. Sterling Foundation beneficiary. Beautiful in an aggressive way. Always too close. Always too pleased with herself. She had never made any real effort to hide her interest in him. At a charity dinner once, Julian had put his arm around my waist while she was watching and said, lightly, almost carelessly, “I’m with Adrienne.”

I had believed that settled something.

Now it just looked like performance.

A month ago, he had tested the ground with me.

“Sienna’s mother is very ill,” he had said one night, while pretending to discuss some distant inconvenience. “There are situations where families want to see certain things resolved. Formalities, appearances. You understand that life can be... complicated.”

I had set my glass down and looked straight at him. “If you’re asking whether I accept half-truths, I don’t.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then be clear.”

His face had gone pale so quickly that I noticed. He had recovered almost at once, reached for my hand, denied everything, and told me I was the only woman he wanted. I had watched him say it with that earnest softness he wore so well.

Now I knew what he had really been asking.

How much betrayal I would swallow if it arrived dressed as necessity.

“Adrienne?” Julian said into the phone, pulling me back.

“I’m here.”

“You went quiet.”

“I’m planning something for the wedding.” I stepped toward the station entrance, away from the wind. “That’s why I’m distracted.”

“A surprise?”

“Yes.”

He laughed again, pleased. “Now I’m curious.”

That was when I heard it.

Not a word. Just a breath.

Very faint. Very controlled. A woman trying not to be heard.

It came from his end of the line and vanished so quickly someone less alert might have missed it. I did not miss it. My stomach rolled so hard I thought I might be sick on the pavement.

I kept my voice even. “You’ll have to wait.”

“What kind of surprise?”

“The kind worth saving.” My hand tightened around the phone. “I’ll come to dinner tonight. On my own.”

There was a tiny pause. “All right.”

In that pause, disgust settled deeper.

“Then I’ll wait until the wedding day,” he said, smiling into the lie we were both now holding from opposite sides. “And I’ll pretend to be patient.”

I said nothing.

He lowered his voice. “I can’t wait to marry you.”

The words hit like ice water down my spine.

Then, as if habit were stronger than truth, he sent a kiss through the phone.

I stood under the station awning and let one second pass.

Then I hung up.

The call screen disappeared. The train booking remained in my notifications beneath it. Escape and evidence. Exit and countdown.

I looked at both until my breathing steadied.

Two weeks.

In two weeks, I would stand inside the wedding he had built on a lie and hand him the only gift he had earned from me.

A public record.

A room full of witnesses.

A ceremony no one in either city would ever forget.

If he wanted a respectable wedding, I would give him one.

Just not the version he thought he had bought.
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[Adrienne's POV]

I lowered my phone and stood in the middle of the Kensington townhouse until the lock clicked behind me.

The whole house went still.

Not peaceful. Not warm. It felt like a gallery after closing time, every room arranged for an audience that had already left. I set my keys on the console and looked up at the framed photographs on the wall. Tuscany. Oxford. A black-tie gala where Julian’s hand had rested at the small of my back as if it belonged there. In the kitchen, the ceramic bowls we had picked together sat in their open shelf, pale and expensive and ridiculous. The cashmere throw on the sofa was still folded the way I had left it that morning.

All of it had once looked like proof.

Now it looked staged.

I walked upstairs slowly, one hand on the banister because my legs felt strange, as if my body had not yet accepted what my mind had already filed into place. In the bedroom, I opened the top drawer of my dresser and took out the velvet box that held our wedding rings.

For a second, I only stared at them.

Then I picked them up.

My thumb brushed the inside of my ring first, then his. The engraving sat there exactly as we had commissioned it: half a star map in each band, incomplete alone, whole only when the two rings met. We had spent an hour with the designer discussing that detail. Julian had laughed and said it was sentimental in a way that would embarrass him in front of anyone else.

“I like that,” he had said quietly, turning the sample between his fingers. “No one else sees it. Just us.”

Just us.

I pressed the two rings together until the star pattern aligned. My throat tightened so sharply I had to breathe through my mouth.

Then I reached for an envelope.

I slid both rings inside, sealed it, and called a private courier service. My voice did not shake when I gave the instructions.

Delivery date: the morning of our wedding. Nine o’clock sharp.

Recipient: Sienna Laurent.

I repeated her full name once, clearly.

If she had already taken my place, she could have the symbol with it.

When the courier arrived less than an hour later, I handed over the envelope and signed the form with a steady hand. I watched him walk back down the path with it tucked under his arm. The front door shut again.

That was the first clean cut.

After that, I started packing.

Not dramatically. Not all at once. I took my books from the study shelves in quiet stacks and put them into boxes. My clothes came down from the wardrobe one row at a time. Toiletries. Sketchbooks. The silk scarf my mother had given me at nineteen. The blue mug from Tate that Julian used to tease me for keeping because the handle was chipped. I wiped my fingerprints from glass surfaces without thinking. I emptied drawers. Removed hairpins from the bathroom tray. Cleared the bedside table.

I was not leaving in that moment.

But I was erasing the evidence that I had lived there believing in him.

By the time I checked the clock, I was late.

I changed, fixed my face as well as I could, and drove to the Sterling house in Hampstead with the taste of metal sitting at the back of my mouth.

Vivienne saw me the second I stepped into the foyer.

Her gaze moved over my face too quickly to be polite. “Adrienne.” She touched my arm lightly. “Are you unwell? Your eyes are red.”

The concern in her voice was practiced, but not entirely false. That almost made it worse.

“I’m fine,” I said. “It’s been a long day at the museum.”

She held my gaze for a moment longer. “You should have called if you needed to postpone.”

“I didn’t want to miss dinner.”

That answer pleased her more than it should have. She squeezed my arm once and let me go. “You’re always thoughtful.”

I swallowed whatever rose in my throat and followed her into the dining room.

Julian was not there.

We waited through the first ten minutes of drinks. Then fifteen. Charles looked annoyed, not worried. Vivienne kept glancing toward the hallway, irritation sharpening her smile.

“I’ll find him,” I said, before she could send a member of staff.

The house was too warm. My heels sounded small and precise against the stone floor as I crossed toward the rear corridor and pushed through the side door that led to the garage.

I heard Sienna’s laugh before I saw either of them.

It came from the shadowed space near Julian’s car, low and intimate. I stopped.

“You’re impossible,” she murmured.

Julian answered in the voice he used when he wanted something. “I told you, I can’t stay long. They’re waiting for me upstairs.”

“Then why did you come down at all?”

A pause. Then the soft rustle of fabric.

“To see you.”

My hand tightened around the strap of my bag until my knuckles hurt.

Sienna gave a little hum, pleased with herself. “You sound desperate.”

“For tonight? Maybe.” He laughed under his breath. “I’ll call you later. After dinner.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“And I still showed up, didn’t I?”

The words landed without heat by then. They should have torn something open. Instead, they settled into place like one more document added to a file that was already complete.

I turned and walked back inside before either of them saw me.

When Julian came to the table several minutes later, he looked perfectly composed. If anything, he was more charming than usual, apologizing lightly for being delayed by “a work call.” He took his seat beside me and poured wine as if the evening had not already split in half.

Halfway through the main course, he leaned toward me. “Did you go looking for me?”

“Yes.”

His eyes flicked to my face. “Did you hear anything?”

I cut a piece of sea bass and set down my fork. “Should I have?”

For one second, he watched me too closely.

Then he smiled. “No. I was speaking with a jeweler. I wanted to confirm something before the charity gala next week.”

“A jeweler,” I repeated.

“For your necklace,” he said smoothly. “I thought blue stones might suit the dress you chose.”

The lie came so easily it almost impressed me.

“That was thoughtful.”

His shoulders loosened. “You sound tired.”

“I am.”

After dinner, coffee was served in the drawing room. Vivienne stood near the fireplace and asked one of the staff to bring a box from her study. When it arrived, she opened it herself.

The sapphire bracelet lay against black velvet, old and unmistakably important. Deep blue stones, framed in diamonds, cold even under lamplight.

“My mother-in-law gave this to me the night before my wedding,” Vivienne said. “And her mother gave it to her before that. It should go to the Sterling bride.”

She lifted it carefully and turned to me. “I thought perhaps I should give it to you tonight.”

Every eye in the room settled on us.

I looked at the bracelet, then at her.

It would have been easy to take it. Easier still to let the scene continue, to let her perform acceptance on my behalf and call it family.

Instead I smiled, gentle enough to pass.

"It's beautiful," I said. "Would you mind if I wore it tonight, just to see how it looks with everything?"”

Vivienne’s expression softened at once. “Of course.”

Julian looked relieved. Charles looked bored. I kept my face calm and wrapped both hands around my coffee cup so no one would see them shake.

On the drive back, the pain began low in my abdomen, dull at first, then mean. By the time we reached the townhouse, it had spread into my back and down my thighs. I made it through the front door and braced one hand against the wall.

Julian looked at me immediately. “Adrienne?”

“It’s early,” I said through my teeth. “My period.”

He was beside me at once. “Sit down.”

I almost told him not to touch me.

Instead I let him guide me to the sofa. He disappeared into the kitchen and came back with hot water, then the bathroom for painkillers, then upstairs for the heating pad I kept in the linen cupboard. He knelt in front of me, pushed my hair back from my face, and asked if I needed food before the medication. His voice was low. Steady. Familiar.

Anyone watching would have called it love.

I took the tablets from his hand and forced myself to remember that skill could look tender too. Repetition could look like devotion. A man could learn every contour of your pain and still choose to betray you in perfect calm.

Later, in bed, I turned onto my side and closed my eyes before he finished brushing his teeth.

He slid in beside me carefully. The mattress dipped. His hand rested for a moment near my waist, not touching, then withdrew.

I kept my breathing slow.

The room stayed dark and quiet for almost an hour. Then his phone lit up on the nightstand, a pale flare against the black. I did not need to see the name. I felt him wake instantly. No confusion. No hesitation.

He picked up the phone, checked it, and moved.

The sheets shifted. Bare feet on the floor. The soft sound of a drawer opening. His clothes went on in practiced silence. He did not touch me before leaving. He did not even pause.

A minute later, the front door closed downstairs.

I sat up and walked to the window.

His car pulled away from the curb and slipped into the London night, its taillights shrinking at the end of the street before disappearing entirely.

I stood there with one hand pressed hard against the glass.

That was the last proof I needed.

Not the marriage certificate. Not the phone call. Not the laughter in the garage. This.

The ease of it. The habit.

The way he left our bed as if he had done it enough times to know exactly which floorboard would not creak.

My chest hurt, but the tears did not fall.

I watched the empty street until the cold from the window reached my skin, and at last I let the truth settle where denial had lived for far too long.

It was over.

What I had loved was already gone.
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[Adrienne]'s POV

London morning came in gray and cold, the kind that made the windows look like they had given up before the day had even started.

I opened my eyes and, for one blank second, I forgot.

Then I heard it again in my head. That low female voice in the corridor last night. Julian's back disappearing into the dark.

My chest tightened so fast it felt mechanical, like cold metal had been locked around my ribs. I lay still, staring at the ceiling, breathing shallowly, waiting for the pressure to ease.

It didn't.

The smell of baking reached me before I was fully out of bed. Warm. Sweet. Blueberries, butter, sugar. Domestic. Careful. Almost insulting.

I wrapped my robe tighter and went downstairs.

Julian stood in the kitchen in shirtsleeves, sliding a tray of blueberry muffins onto the counter as if this were any other morning. A glass of warm water was already waiting for me beside my plate.

"There you are," he said, looking up with that easy softness he wore so well. "Drink this first. Your stomach has been off for days."

I looked at the water, then at him.

He crossed to me and brushed his hand over my waist, light and familiar. "Sit down."

I didn't move.

He noticed, of course. Julian noticed everything when he wanted to.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

I kept my eyes on his face. "Where did you go last night?"

Not even a flicker.

"Sterling Capital Partners had















































[image: ]


















































[image: ]



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE WEDDING
STAYED,
'THE BR]

.

"i Z /
‘)I,O‘o 1 é’\
(.

Wép






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





