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	PROLOGUE

	The Last Good Evening

	There’s a particular gold the light goes at the end of a harvest day, when the sun drops behind the western rows and the whole valley turns the color of a wine no one had pressed yet. Wells used to say it was the only hour worth being rich for.

	We poured the first glass of the season on the terrace every autumn, the family and the pickers together, Gideon lifting his glass with a hand that shook a little more each year. For about ten minutes, in that light, the Aldridges looked like people who loved each other. I had learned to live for those ten minutes.

	That night I was happier than I’d ever been, and I was holding it close, the way you cup your hands around a coal so the wind won’t take it.

	I’d taken the test that morning, in the bathroom off the tasting room, and then I’d taken a second one because I didn’t trust the first. Two pink lines, both times. I hadn’t told anyone. I was going to tell Wells at the very end of the night, when the last truck had gone and the house was ours again, and I’d practiced the words in my head until they stopped sounding like a question.

	I went looking for him near the end, when the band had packed up and the candles were guttering low in their jars. I wanted to steal him for thirty seconds. I wanted to be the only person in the world who knew, for one more hour.

	I found him by the open cellar doors, in the blue dark past the reach of the lights.

	He wasn’t alone.

	He was standing with Sienna Vail, who designed our labels, who had sat at my kitchen table a dozen times. That alone was nothing. People stood close at parties.

	But I saw the things you can’t unsee once you’ve seen them. His hand was at the small of her back, low and settled, like it had been there before and knew the way. Her face was turned up to his. There was a single wine glass set down in the gravel by their feet, one glass, shared. And when she said something I couldn’t hear, he laughed — the quiet laugh, the private one, the one I thought he kept for me. The one he used in the dark when the lights were off and it was just the two of us being foolish.

	I didn’t make a sound.

	I’ve thought about that a great deal since — how I didn’t make a sound. I think some animal part of me understood, before the rest of me caught up, that sound was a thing I could not afford.

	I stepped back into the shadow of the press house. My heart was beating so hard I could feel it in my teeth. The two pink lines were still in my coat pocket, folded into a paper towel, and I had the strangest thought — that I needed to get them away from here, that they didn’t belong in the same air as this.

	I didn’t go back to the terrace. I didn’t scream, or throw the glass, or do any of the loud, clean, honest things I would later wish I’d done.

	I went down into the cellar instead.

	I’ll tell you, later, what I found down there. I’ll tell you when I can stand to. For now it’s enough to know that I went down those stairs a wife with a secret she couldn’t wait to give away, and I came up an hour later a different woman entirely, holding a different secret — one I would carry for five years and let cost me everything I had.

	By the time I came up, the terrace was empty and the house was dark except for the lamp in Gideon’s study.

	I went in. I didn’t turn on the overhead light. I knew where the safe was, behind the painting of the old vineyard, because I was the one who had reorganized the family’s accounts when I married into them. I knew the combination because Wells had given it to me himself the week of our wedding, laughing — what’s mine is yours. My hands didn’t shake. That frightened me more than anything that night: how steady they were.

	I did what I had decided, in that hour underground, I would have to do. I will not pretend it looked innocent. If you had been the man watching the little camera over the door — and a man was — you’d have seen exactly what everyone would later swear they’d seen. A woman alone in the dark at her father-in-law’s safe, taking what she could carry, the same autumn the old man fell ill.

	I left my wedding ring on the desk blotter, in the lamplight, where someone would be sure to find it. It was the one true thing I did that night. Everything else was a performance for an audience I couldn’t see.

	Then I drove down the long gravel lane with the windows open and the vines going black on either side, and I let the valley keep the last of that gold light, and I did not cry — because crying was a sound, and I still could not afford one.

	By morning there would be a story about me. I knew it even then. I knew the shape it would take before a single word of it was said out loud: that Della Aldridge had emptied what she could and run, that she’d left her husband the same season his father took sick, that she was exactly the kind of woman the valley had always suspected a man like Wells had been a fool to marry.

	I let them have it.

	That’s the part no one ever understood. The part I’m only now able to say plainly.

	He cheated. And I let them blame me. And I had reasons that were worth more than my name.

	I just couldn’t tell a single soul what they were.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	ONE

	Halcyon

	Five years is enough time for a town to decide who you are and stop checking.

	I drove into Halcyon on a Tuesday in October, in a rental that smelled of someone else’s cigarettes, past the wooden sign at the county line that still read WELCOME TO HALCYON — THE GOOD LIFE, GROWN HERE in the same green paint. Somebody had touched up the apostrophe and left everything else alone. The feed store. The church with the bell that ran four minutes fast. The diner where Wells had taken me on our first date and ordered for both of us and gotten it exactly right.

	I had built a life four states north, in a city of rain and strangers, where no one had ever heard the name Aldridge. Up there I was only Della Mercer, who was good with numbers and kept to herself. I had a job I was careful at and an apartment with a deadbolt and a routine I guarded like scripture. I had things up there worth protecting. That was the entire point of up there.

	I had promised myself I would never come back down.

	And then Gideon Aldridge had the decency to die, and I broke the promise inside of an afternoon.

	I told myself it was about the estate. That was true enough to say out loud. When a man like Gideon dies the lawyers come out of the walls, and there were knots in the Aldridge accounts that only one living person had ever been able to untangle, and that person was me. I’d had the call from the family attorney three days earlier, stiff and formal, asking whether I would “make myself available.” He had been surprised when I said yes. He had been more surprised, I think, by how fast I said it.

	He didn’t know I’d spent five years waiting for a reason to get back inside that house.

	He didn’t know that what I needed was in the cellar.

	The service was at the church with the fast bell, and the whole valley came, because the whole valley owed the Aldridges something — a job, a lease, a loan, a favor running back three generations. I parked at the far end of the lot and walked up in the black dress I’d bought that morning, and I felt the town turn to look at me the way a field turns toward weather.

	Nobody said anything to my face. That was the Halcyon way. They had a hundred ways of saying a thing without saying it. A woman I’d once driven to the farmers’ market with took her daughter’s hand and crossed to the other side of the path. Tom Begley, who had wept at my wedding, looked straight through me as though I were glass. I heard the word nerve, low, behind me, and the word thief, lower, and someone’s grandmother said, clear as a struck glass, well, she’s got an iron stomach, I’ll give her that.

	I kept my chin level and my eyes forward and I gave them nothing, because giving them something was how they fed.

	Victor met me at the door of the church.

	He looked wonderful, the way he always did — silver and lean in a suit that cost more than my car, his face arranged into precisely the right measure of grief. He took both my hands in both of his, in front of everyone, a kindness so public it was very nearly a threat.

	“Della,” he said warmly. “We weren’t sure you’d come.”

	“He was good to me,” I said. “Whatever else happened. He was good to me.”

	“He was good to everyone.” Victor smiled, and I was the only one standing close enough to see that the smile stopped short of his eyes — and that his eyes were doing the thing they had done in the cellar dark five years ago. Measuring me. Pricing me. Working out what I might cost him. “It’s brave of you, coming back. After everything.”

	“After everything,” I agreed.

	He held my hands a beat too long. “Don’t stay longer than you have to,” he said, still warm, still gentle, for all the world a man consoling his late brother’s troublesome former daughter-in-law. “It’s a small town. It remembers.”

	Then he released me and turned to the next mourner, and I walked into the cool dark of the church with my pulse climbing into my throat, understanding one thing clearly: whatever I had come here to do, Victor already knew I’d come to do something.

	I sat in the back. I don’t remember the eulogy. I remember the light coming through the stained glass in colored bars across the stone floor, and Margaux Aldridge in the front pew with her spine like a fence post, not turning around — though she knew I was there. I could tell by the set of her shoulders that she knew.

	And I remember the graveside afterward, on the green hill behind the church, the casket waiting over the open ground and the valley spread out below us, gold and patient, the way it had looked on the last good evening of my old life.

	That is where I saw Wells.

	He stood at the head of the grave in the hard fall light, taller than I remembered and harder, the softness gone out of his face like water out of a creek bed in a dry year. He had his father’s jaw now. He had a black tie and a clenched hand and five years of believing the very worst of me, and when he raised his head and found me across the open grave — and he did find me, at once, the way you find the single wrong note in a song — everything in his face went still.

	It wasn’t grief. I would have known what to do with grief.

	It was the look of a man staring at the person who had ruined his life, and finding her standing uninvited at his father’s funeral, with the gall to still be breathing.

	I held his eyes. I had practiced this, too, in the rental car — the way I’d once practiced telling him about two pink lines.

	I’m here, I told him with my face, because I couldn’t tell him anything else. I’m here, and you don’t know why, and you are not going to like it.

	The priest said ashes to ashes. Somewhere down the hill the four-minutes-fast bell began to ring.

	And Wells Aldridge looked at me across his father’s grave as though he might come around it and put his hands to my throat — or pitch forward into it himself — and I thought, with the same cold steadiness that had frightened me five years ago and frightened me still:

	Good. At least we both know where we stand.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	TWO

	Black Coats

	The reception was at the house, because of course it was. Everything in Halcyon eventually came back to the Aldridge house.

	I drove up the same gravel lane I’d driven down five years before, in the dark, with my ring on a desk behind me. In daylight it was worse. The vines were heavy and green and indifferent; they had not missed me; nothing grows for grief. The house sat at the top of the rise the way it always had, white and long and sure of itself, the terrace running along the western side where we’d poured the first glass every autumn. I had to sit in the car for a moment with both hands on the wheel before I could make myself go in.

	Inside, it smelled the same. That was the cruelty of houses. Beeswax and old oak and, underneath it, the faint green ghost of fermentation that lived in the walls of every building on the property. People stood in clusters holding plates they weren’t eating from. A few of them watched me come in. Most had perfected the art of not looking, which in a room that size takes real effort.

	Margaux found me by the windows.

	She’d been seventeen at my wedding — a furious, brilliant girl who’d worn black to spite her father and then cried anyway. She was twenty-two now, and she had stopped crying. “You shouldn’t have come,” she said, with no preamble at all, holding her wine like something she might decide to throw. “He’s been in the ground an hour and here you are in his house. Do you know what you look like?”

	“I know exactly what I look like,” I said.

	That stopped her, a little. She’d braced for a defense, or for tears, or for the particular squirm of a guilty person caught out. She had not braced for agreement. Something moved behind her eyes — not softness, nothing so generous as that, but a flicker of confusion, there and gone: the look of someone whose math hasn’t come out even and who has decided, long ago, to stop checking it.

	“Whatever you came back to take,” she said, “there’s nothing left. He made sure of that. He spent five years making sure of that.”

	She meant Wells.

	I learned that for myself a few minutes later, when he took me by the elbow — not gently — and steered me through the kitchen and out the side door, onto the empty stretch of terrace where no one could see.

	He let go of me the instant the door shut, as though touching me cost him something.

	“You have a lot of nerve,” he said.

	His voice was low and level, and that was the thing that undid me, a little, because I knew that voice. It was the one he used when he was holding something enormous very still. We were more alike than either of us had ever admitted. We both went quiet when it mattered most.

	“Wells—“

	“No.” He didn’t raise it. He didn’t need to. “You don’t get to say my name in this house. You emptied my father’s accounts and you vanished the same week he got his diagnosis — the same week, Della — and for five years I have sat across from this whole valley and watched them decide they’d been right about you all along. Right about me, for choosing you. And now he’s dead, and you turn up in a black dress like you have the first right to grieve him.”

	There were a great many things I could have said. I had rehearsed exactly none of them, because I had spent five years training myself not to. The truth sat in my chest like a stone I’d swallowed so long ago I had stopped feeling its edges most days. I felt them now.

	“I’m sorry about your father,” I said.

	He laughed once, with no warmth in it whatsoever. “That’s it. That’s what you’ve got.”

	“That’s what I’ve got.”

	He looked at me for a long moment, and for just that moment the rage thinned, and underneath it was the thing I had done to him — the true shape of it. A man who had loved a woman without holding anything back, and woke one morning to find she’d robbed him and run and left him no reason why. No note. No fight. No explanation he could turn over in his hands at three in the morning for five years. Only an absence, and a town’s worth of pity, and a ring on a desk.

	I had done that. Not the way they all believed I had. But I had done it, and standing there I couldn’t have told you which was the deeper cruelty — the lie they believed, or the truth I was still choosing, second by second, not to give him.

	“Why are you here,” he said. Not a question now. Flat.

	Before I could decide what fraction of an answer was safe, the side door opened and Pruett — the family’s attorney, gray and apologetic, a folder tucked under his arm — leaned out.

	“Wells. Sorry. The buyers’ counsel called again. They want to bring the signing forward.” He glanced at me, recalculated, lowered his voice the way people do when it’s already too late to bother. “Victor’s pushing to close by the end of the month. Says the estate can’t carry the debt past then.”

	Something cold moved through me, slow, the way water finds a crack.

	The end of the month. Less than two weeks.

	Wells hadn’t looked away from me. “Tell them we’ll talk tomorrow,” he said, and the door clicked shut, and the news sat there on the terrace between us.

	“You’re selling,” I said.

	“We’re selling. The valley’s
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