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    First Edition


Chapter 2

	Declan and I had been married seven years, and we couldn't make it past the seven-year itch.

	On our seventh anniversary, I had a celebrity makeup artist do my hair and face. I wore the silk gown I never had occasion for. I set up a candlelit dinner.

	Then, just as we touched glasses, his phone rang.

	"Declan. I'm back."

	The table was long. Her voice still reached me, every word intact.

	My smile froze. My raised glass stalled in the air. The scene I had spent years lying awake dreading was happening.

	Celeste Hollis. His first love.

	In college, Declan had been the student council president, the speaker at freshman orientation. Cool-faced, sharp-jawed, glowing under the sun even in a plain white shirt, his eyes lowered to the speech in his hands.

	I fell for him at first sight.

	In retrospect, I fell for his face.

	Declan was beautiful. He had plenty of pursuers. To get closer to him, I joined the student council out of all the available clubs.

	To make it through the trial period I hauled tables, set up events, sat through committee meetings.

	After that I started bringing him snacks, breakfasts. My feelings for him were the worst-kept secret on campus.

	It took me a long time to learn he had a girlfriend.

	When I told my roommates, gritted my teeth, they laughed until they were doubled over.

	Only Phoebe Wilks pushed her thick black glasses up her nose and said, with that flat, sharp voice she had, "A guy that perfect, without a girlfriend, *would* be the strange thing. The point is — he likes girls. That means there's a chance for you, Romy."

	I let myself believe her.

	Phoebe added under her breath, "By that logic, any girl with a pulse has a chance," but I missed that part.

	Celeste Hollis was from the fine arts college next door, a dance major, lovely face and lovelier figure. Standing next to Declan, hand in hand, they were the textbook beautiful couple.

	When you've been pining long enough, you'll bend reality to fit.

	The break came junior year.

	Celeste got an acceptance from a famous foreign arts school.

	On one side, the love she couldn't bear to leave. On the other, her future calling.

	Declan had no plans to go abroad. He was an only child from an ordinary family — late-in-life parents, no money. His tuition came from his own scholarships and competition winnings.

	Cracks opened.

	"Declan, if you won't come with me, then don't regret it if I never come back."

	"I'll wait for you here."

	I was hiding behind an office door, eavesdropping on every word.

	I watched the slope of his shoulders as she walked away, and my own tears slid down without my permission.

	A plane took Celeste away. It also took his heart.

	That night I went to drink with friends at a quiet lounge. As we were getting up to leave, I saw him walk in.

	He sat at a table alone, looking hollowed out, ordered an absurd number of drinks, and started killing one bottle after another.

	So I sat back down, at a table behind him, and watched him drink himself under.

	The singer on the little stage was working through one sad ballad after another. I was a little buzzed myself by then. I couldn't tell if it was the songs that made my eyes mist over.

	The man I loved was getting drunk for the woman *he* loved.

	He drank himself blind. Brows drawn, slumped over the table, muttering something into his elbow. His pale skin had gone flushed; his elegant fingers still gripped a half-empty bottle.

	I pulled the bottle out of his hand. The next second, his hand caught mine. He looked up at me, his eyes red-rimmed and bleary.

	I finally heard what he had been muttering. He said: "Don't go. Please."


Chapter 3

	Whether or not what I did next was beneath me, the fact remains: I didn't refuse.

	Even when he held me close, the name he said wasn't mine.

	And so we were together.

	As a boyfriend, Declan was the absolute model. Attentive, careful, never missed an anniversary, gave every small thing its proper ceremony.

	He said, "Romy, when it comes to confessing — leave that to the man."

	He said, "Romy, don't worry. I won't fail you. Not in this life."

	He said, "Romy, will you marry me?"

	...

	After graduation, Declan threw himself at his career like a man possessed.

	His team designed a piece of software. The biggest tech company in the country offered partnership terms. He closed his first funding round.

	His career took off. I went from the basement apartment with him to a real house, and finally, to the altar.

	I opened a photography studio of my own.

	In our life together, the name Celeste Hollis seemed never to come up.

	But nobody saying it didn't mean she wasn't there.

	Celeste became the woman he could never get over, and she became the splinter I could never quite pull from under my skin.

	However many phones he went through, the first contact in every one of them was *A Celeste.*

	The first page of his notebook had her old ID photo tucked into it.

	All I could do was cover my own ears and tell myself, again and again, that Celeste was the past.

	Which was why, when the phone rang that night, the truth slammed into me like a stone hitting my foot.

	Before I could react, Declan stood up. "I'm sorry. I have to go."

	"Will you be home tonight?"

	I didn't ask where, or who. I only asked whether he was coming back.

	What I wanted to ask was: *Can you not go?*

	Declan picked up his car keys, walked around the table, hugged me, and told me he would absolutely be back. Not to worry.

	He didn't come back that night.

	He didn't come back the next day either. Or the next. Or the next.

	I didn't dare go looking for him. I just stayed where I was, like a prisoner waiting to be arrested, a condemned woman waiting for the sentence.

	Half a month later, the housekeeper told me Declan was home.

	I dropped the shoot I was on and drove like a maniac, ran several red lights, terrified I wouldn't make it in time to see him.

	Except it wasn't him. It was his assistant.

	His assistant was hauling suitcases of Declan's things down the stairs when I came in.

	He opened his mouth, closed it. I stepped aside without saying anything and let him pass.

	Declan picked up when I called. He sounded as if he had let out a long breath.

	I heard him say, "Romy, let's get divorced."


Chapter 4

	I shredded the divorce papers he mailed, batch after batch, and drifted in a daze for a long time.

	Then one day, photos of Declan and Celeste broke online. Declan's grandfather appeared at our door, cane in hand, face like thunder, hammering the cane on the floor and cursing his grandson for being less than nothing.

	The photos of them kissing in the street cut me to the bone. But I told him, honestly, that Declan and I were already in the process of divorcing.

	I dug a stack of torn-up divorce papers out of the trash and laid them in front of the old man. "Grandfather, I'm not the one who deserves to be at Declan's side anymore. I don't blame him."

	In that moment, of all moments, what I was doing was *protecting* Declan.

	I saw the old man out, closed the door, slid down to the floor against it, and texted Declan. The tears came without sound, like they meant to drown me.

	*Send me one more set,* I said.

	But there was no rest for me. Before I could even ask why he was suddenly holding back, my studio got booked for a charity gala — and they asked, by name, for me personally.

	I had been a mess for weeks. I figured going back to work might help. I told Zoe to take it. Once this shoot was done, then divorce. There was no rush.

	What I didn't realize was that the person who had requested

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Chapter 5

	Maybe heaven took pity on me. Maybe I was just given a second chance.

	This time, I understood. There was no reason to hang myself from a rotten tree like Declan Reid.

	Once Celeste had thrown her coffee and left, I picked up the phone and dialed the number I knew by heart.

	"Three o'clock. Bring your divorce papers. I'll meet you at the courthouse."

	I hung up before he could say a word.

	I had Zoe take the client through the photo selection. If I left this coffee on me any longer I was going to be sick.

	I thought, *I'm not going to want to drink coffee for a long time.*

	I took a quick shower in the studio's break room. Before I had finished drying my hair, I heard Zoe outside —

	"You can't go in there, you can't —"

	The door slammed open. Declan.

	Zoe hurried up apologetically, but I waved her off. "It's fine. Step out."

	Of all the days. Both of them, on the same day. Was the studio just supposed to stop functioning?

	I tossed the hair dryer onto the counter and looked at him. "Is there something?"

	"You want a divorce?"

	"You don't?"

	I poured a glass of water and took a sip — the break room's water heater was overdue for replacement, the water was always scalding.

	Declan didn't speak. He just stared at me. I shifted, uncomfortable, and lifted my cup. "Want some?"

	"Romy. No."

	"If you think I'm getting too much in the settlement, you can scale it back. The studio is mine. Everything else is whatever."

	"Mention it one more time and I'll burn this studio to the ground."

	I shot him a look. *Save the act.* In my last life, by this point in the timeline, Declan had been mailing me divorce papers nonstop.

	"I want the studio. Nothing else. Fine?"

	I was almost speechless. I hadn't expected Declan to suddenly turn this stingy, given that *he* was the one who'd cheated and should be walking out with nothing.

	I tightened the sash of my robe. A pair of long legs entered my line of sight.

	Declan stood over me, gripped my chin to make me lift my face. His usually composed features were edged with anger.

	"Romy. I said no. I do *not* agree. You are *not* doing this."

	"You're insane!"

	I pushed him, lost my balance, grabbed his collar — and we both went over —

	Mercifully, there was a bed behind us.

	Declan pinned me, his weight crushing the air out of me. He braced on his elbows to take some off, and looked down at me.

	We were too close. The familiar smell of him — clean wood — was everywhere. My heart skipped.

	"Romy. Did I do something wrong?"

	*Did you do anything* right *...*

	I bit it back, made a face, and said, careful, "Declan. A marriage is two people. A divorce is also two people. You want one, and I want one. Therefore — we divorce. Yes? Yes."

	"When did I ever say I wanted a divorce?"

	"If the housekeeper hasn't taken out the trash, you'll find several stacks of divorce papers you mailed me."

	Declan went blank.

	I shoved him. "Get off. You're heavy. And persistent."

	"You're saying you received multiple sets of divorce papers from me recently?"

	I nodded vigorously, scrambled up, fixed my robe. "Don't try the amnesia routine on me. Are you going to pretend you forgot just so you don't have to give me the studio?"

	That actually made him laugh. Or possibly made him *angry-laugh*.

	He set his tongue against the back of his teeth, and forced out, level, "Romy. I want to ask whether *you* found someone else and are in such a hurry to be rid of me you've conjured up imaginary papers."

	"Someone else? Wasn't *that* you? Celeste makes one phone call and you take off on me."

	"Celeste?"

	"On our anniversary you left and didn't come back. Half a month later you mailed me divorce papers. You and her — picked up where you left off pretty fast, didn't you."
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