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Chapter 1 — The Laugh That Wasn’t Hers

	 

	The first time Naomi noticed the laugh, she was standing at the stove with a wooden spoon in her hand, stirring rosemary sauce she had already salted twice because Ethan kept saying, “One second,” without looking up.

	It wasn’t a loud laugh.

	That would have been easier to hate.

	It was small. Warm. Private. The kind of laugh he used to give her across crowded rooms when somebody said something stupid and only the two of them caught it. The kind that once made Naomi feel chosen even before he touched her.

	Now it came from the other side of their kitchen table, where Ethan Vale sat in his loosened tie, thumb moving over his phone, dinner cooling in front of him.

	Naomi stopped stirring.

	Steam fogged the window over the sink. Outside, rain slid down the glass in thin silver lines, blurring the backyard Ethan had promised they would landscape last spring. The herb planter she had bought still sat unopened near the back door, the cardboard soft at the corners from months of damp air and neglect.

	Ethan laughed again.

	This time he covered it with a cough.

	Naomi turned off the burner.

	“Something funny?” she asked.

	His head came up too quickly. “What?”

	“The phone.” She nodded toward it.

	“Oh.” He glanced down, and for half a second, his face still held the softness from whoever had put it there. Then he wiped it clean. “Nothing. Work.”

	The word had become a locked door in their house.

	Work.

	It explained late nights. Missed dinners. The way he came home smelling like office coffee and winter air instead of her perfume from where he used to pull her into the hallway and kiss her before removing his coat. It explained his silence at breakfast, his distracted nods, his habit of sleeping with his phone charging on his side of the bed.

	Work had become the third person in their marriage.

	Naomi picked up his plate and carried it to the table. “You haven’t touched your food.”

	“I will.” He placed the phone face down beside his glass.

	She noticed that too.

	She noticed everything now, not because she wanted to, but because a woman knew when warmth had been moved out of her house. She could feel the draft.

	Ethan looked at the plate as if surprised food existed. “This looks good.”

	“You used to say that before it got cold.”

	His eyes flicked to her. For a moment, something like guilt crossed his face, but it didn’t stay long enough to become useful.

	“Naomi.”

	Just her name. Not an apology. Not a question. A warning in a tired voice, as if she had stepped too close to a conversation he did not want to have.

	She sat across from him.

	The kitchen looked the same as it had for years. Yellow tile backsplash they had chosen after three weekends of arguing in hardware stores. Narrow oak table from their first apartment, sanded twice because Ethan hated that one leg wobbled. Two blue bowls on the open shelf from a trip to Vermont when they still had enough hunger for each other to call a snowy motel romantic.

	Everything looked married.

	Only the air felt single.

	Ethan cut into the chicken. His phone buzzed.

	He did not pick it up.

	Naomi watched his hand instead. The knife paused. His shoulders changed. Just a little. As if some part of him had turned toward the sound before his body could pretend not to.

	The phone buzzed again.

	“You can answer it,” Naomi said.

	“It’s fine.”

	“Is it work?”

	“Yes.”

	She waited.

	He took a bite, chewed once, then picked up the phone with the kind of casualness men used when they wanted to look unwatched. His screen lit his face. The corner of his mouth moved before he stopped it.

	There it was again.

	Not desire.

	Not lust.

	Something worse.

	Ease.

	Naomi looked down at her plate because if she kept watching him, she might ask a question that would make her sound smaller than she was.

	Ethan typed quickly.

	“Who is it?” she asked.

	He didn’t look up. “Celeste.”

	The name slipped into the kitchen with the rain.

	Celeste Rowan. Creative consultant. Brilliant, according to Ethan. Calm under pressure. Sharp with clients. A miracle worker with brand language. A woman Naomi had met twice and remembered mostly because Celeste had looked at Ethan like he was a closed door she already had the key to.

	Naomi placed her fork beside her plate. “This late?”

	“It’s barely eight.”

	“It’s dinner.”

	“She has an early client call tomorrow. She’s nervous about it.”

	Naomi almost laughed, but there was no humor in her chest.

	Ethan Vale had forgotten her dentist appointment last week after she had reminded him twice. He had missed the final walk-through for the old Finch property, the restoration bid she had spent three months preparing before deciding not to submit because he said his company’s anniversary campaign would need “all hands” and she was better at reading people than anyone on his payroll.

	But Celeste was nervous.

	So Ethan answered.

	Naomi reached for her water glass. Her fingers felt cold against the stem.

	“She texts you when she’s nervous?”

	His thumb stopped.

	That was the first honest thing he did all night.

	Then he put the phone down, face down again. “Sometimes. The campaign is a lot. She doesn’t know the client the way I do.”

	“And you know how to calm her.”

	The words came out mild. Too mild. Naomi heard the danger in them only after they had already crossed the table.

	Ethan exhaled through his nose. “Don’t do that.”

	“Do what?”

	“Make it something ugly.”

	Naomi leaned back.

	The sauce cooled between them. Rain tapped the window. Somewhere in the house, the old radiator clicked like a nail against bone.

	“I asked one question,” she said.

	“You asked it like you’d already decided the answer.”

	Had she?

	Maybe.

	Or maybe her body had known before her pride let her name it.

	Naomi looked at the man she had married eight years ago. Ethan had always been handsome, but not in the easy, golden way people trusted. His beauty was sharper than that: dark hair he pushed back when he was thinking, a mouth that could sell confidence even when his hands were shaking under the table, eyes that had once searched crowded rooms for her like finding her was how he returned to himself.

	Those eyes were tired now.

	Worse, they were guarded.

	With her.

	“I’m not making anything ugly,” Naomi said. “I’m asking why another woman is texting you through dinner because she’s nervous.”

	“She’s part of my team.”

	“So was Daniel. You never texted him breathing exercises during pasta.”

	His face changed.

	It was fast, but she caught it.

	A door shutting.

	“I didn’t say anything about breathing exercises.”

	No.

	He hadn’t.

	Naomi’s stomach tightened.

	Ethan looked away first.

	For three seconds, neither of them moved.

	Then he picked up his fork, as if cutlery could rewind a marriage.

	“She had a rough week,” he said. “That’s all.”

	“That’s all,” Naomi repeated.

	He hated when she did that. Repeated his words back to him. He said it made him feel cross-examined. She used to say it was because his words sometimes deserved to hear themselves.

	Tonight, she let them sit there.

	Ethan’s phone buzzed again.

	This time he silenced it.

	Naomi stood and began clearing plates neither of them had finished.

	“Leave it,” he said. “I’ll help.”

	“You have work.”

	His jaw tightened. “Naomi.”

	There it was again. Her name turned into a stop sign.

	She took both plates to the sink. Sauce slid into the drain, red-brown and wasted. Behind her, Ethan’s chair scraped back.

	He came close enough that she could smell his cologne, the cedar one she had bought him two birthdays ago because he had buried his face in her neck at the store and whispered, “This one smells like coming home.”

	He did not touch her.

	Once, that would have been impossible for him. He had been a man who touched without thinking: fingers at her wrist before a meeting, palm at her lower back in a crowd, knee against hers under restaurant tables, forehead pressed to her shoulder when a pitch went badly and he needed one quiet minute before becoming Ethan Vale again.

	Now his hands stayed at his sides.

	“You’re upset,” he said.

	Naomi rinsed a plate. “Observant.”

	“I don’t want to fight.”

	She almost asked what he wanted.

	She didn’t.

	That question had become too humiliating.

	“I’m not fighting,” she said. “I’m cleaning up dinner.”

	“You’re punishing me with silence.”

	The plate slipped slightly in her hand. She caught it before it hit the sink.

	Slowly, she turned.

	Ethan looked frustrated now. Not cruel. Not indifferent. Frustrated, as if her pain was another problem arriving at the end of his long day.

	That was the part she hated most: he still seemed like a decent man if you did not look too closely.

	“I made dinner,” Naomi said. “You laughed at your phone. You answered another woman because she was nervous. You put the phone face down like I was a stranger at a business lunch. Now I’m cleaning the food you didn’t eat. If there’s punishment in this room, Ethan, it didn’t start with me.”

	His mouth opened.

	Closed.

	The phone buzzed again on the table.

	Neither of them looked at it.

	That was the loudest sound in the house.

	Finally Ethan rubbed a hand over his face. “It’s Celeste’s call tomorrow. I told her I’d listen to her opener.”

	“Then listen.”

	“I’m not going to do that while you’re upset.”

	“How noble.”

	His eyes sharpened. “That’s not fair.”

	Naomi let the wet plate rest in the rack. Water slid down her wrist and under the sleeve of her sweater.

	Fair.

	She remembered fair.

	Fair was Sunday mornings when Ethan ruined the first pancake every time because he poured too much batter and refused to wait for bubbles. Fair was him kissing flour off her cheek and telling her the burnt one belonged to him because he had earned it through arrogance. Fair was coffee in chipped mugs and bare feet on cold tile. Fair was him reading her restoration magazines aloud in dramatic voices while she marked pages with sticky notes.

	Fair was a life where she did not have to compete with the glow of a screen.

	“Tomorrow is Sunday,” she said.

	Ethan blinked, thrown by the shift. “I know.”

	“Do you?”

	“What does that mean?”

	She looked toward the cabinet where the pancake mix sat behind the flour jar. She still made them from scratch, but Ethan liked pretending the mix was backup in case she became “too talented for ordinary breakfast.”

	He had written that on the box once in black marker.

	Emergency pancakes for my impossible wife.

	The marker had faded, but the words were still there.

	Ethan followed her gaze.

	His expression softened with recognition.

	Then guilt.

	This time it lasted longer.

	“Naomi,” he said quietly.

	She hated that the softness still worked on her.

	Hated that some foolish part of her still leaned toward the old version of him, the man who would have crossed the kitchen, wrapped his arms around her waist, and said, “I forgot. I’m an idiot. Wake me up early and abuse me with maple syrup.”

	But that man did not come.

	This man stood three feet away with another woman waiting inside his phone.

	“You forgot,” Naomi said.

	“I’ve had a lot going on.”

	“Yes,” she said. “I noticed.”

	He flinched.

	Good, she thought.

	Then hated herself for wanting to hurt him.

	The phone stopped buzzing.

	A minute later, it chimed.

	A voicemail.

	Ethan looked at it despite himself.

	There it was again—the instinctive turn. Not his head this time. His attention. His concern.

	Naomi saw it clearly, and the clarity was worse than suspicion.

	“I’m going upstairs,” she said.

	“Naomi, wait.”

	“For what?”

	He looked at her, and for one painful second, she saw him searching for the correct answer.

	Not the true one.

	The correct one.

	She wiped her hands on the towel and left him in the kitchen.

	Upstairs, their bedroom smelled faintly of laundry detergent and Ethan’s cedar cologne. The bed was made because Naomi had made it. His side already had a suit jacket thrown across it, one sleeve hanging toward the floor like an exhausted arm.

	She picked it up out of habit.

	Then stopped.

	No.

	Let it wrinkle.

	She set it back down exactly where it had been.

	In the bathroom, she washed her face, though she had not cried. Her reflection looked normal. That offended her. There should have been some visible mark when a wife began to understand she was being removed from her own marriage one message at a time.

	A bruise, maybe.

	A crack along the mouth.

	Something.

	Downstairs, Ethan’s voice floated up through the floorboards.

	Low.

	Careful.

	Naomi went still, one hand on the towel.

	At first she told herself not to listen. She was not that woman. She would not become a wife pressed against staircases, collecting proof from echoes.

	Then she heard Celeste’s name.

	No, not her name.

	His voice changed around it.

	Naomi opened the bathroom door.

	The hallway was dark except for the small amber light near the stairs. She walked barefoot to the landing.

	Ethan was in the kitchen below. She could not see him, but she heard the soft scrape of his chair, the faint clink of glass. His voice came clearer now.

	He was not on a call.

	He was recording a message.

	“Hey,” he said, and the word itself sounded tired in a way he no longer allowed himself to sound with Naomi. “I listened to the opener. It’s strong. Don’t rush the second line. Let them sit with it.”

	A pause.

	Naomi held the banister.

	Then Ethan laughed under his breath.

	That laugh.

	“You’ll be fine,” he said. “You always know how to make me sound better than I am.”

	Naomi’s hand tightened on the wood.

	The hallway tilted slightly, though she did not move.

	Not romantic.

	Not sexual.

	Worse.

	Intimate.

	Because those words had history.

	Years ago, before Ethan Vale became the kind of man consultants stayed up late texting, he had been thirty-one and terrified in a cheap navy suit with a coffee stain on his cuff. His first major investor pitch had been in a rented conference room with flickering lights and a screen that refused to connect.

	He had nearly walked out.

	Naomi had caught him in the hallway, gripped his wrist, and said, “Breathe. You already know the room. You’re just afraid they’ll see you before you’re ready.”

	He had stared at her like she had reached inside his chest and put the bones back in order.

	Afterward, when the pitch landed and the first check came through, Ethan had kissed her in the stairwell so hard she dropped her folder.

	“You make me sound better than I am,” he had whispered against her mouth.

	“No,” she had said, laughing. “I remind you who you are before you start performing.”

	For years, before every major presentation, he had found her wrist.

	A touch.

	A breath.

	A private ritual.

	Now he had taken the words born from that ritual and placed them in another woman’s voicemail like flowers on the wrong grave.

	Naomi descended three steps before she stopped herself.

	No.

	Not tonight.

	Not from the stairs.

	She would not beg for the return of words he had already given away.

	In the kitchen, Ethan continued, softer now.

	“And Celeste? Don’t forget breathing.”

	Naomi closed her eyes.

	There it was.

	The breathing.

	The thing he had pretended not to reveal.

	She went back upstairs without making a sound.

	In the bedroom, Ethan’s phone lay on the nightstand.

	He must have brought it up earlier and forgotten, using his laptop to record the message below. Or maybe he had two phones now. The thought came and went like a blade.

	Naomi did not pick it up.

	She stood over it.

	The screen lit suddenly with a notification.

	A message preview.

	Celeste Rowan:
Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.

	Naomi’s chest hurt.

	Not dramatically. Not like books described. It was a practical pain, low and blunt, as if something heavy had been placed behind her ribs and left there.

	The phone dimmed.

	Then lit again.

	This time it wasn’t the message that caught her eye.

	It was the name at the top of the thread.

	Not Celeste Rowan.

	Not Celeste — Work.

	Not even C.R.

	Ethan had saved her as:

	C — don’t forget breathing

	Naomi stared until the letters blurred.

	Downstairs, Ethan’s chair scraped again. Water ran in the sink. Normal sounds. Husband sounds. The ordinary music of a house pretending it was not splitting open.

	Naomi stepped away from the nightstand.

	She did not touch the phone.

	She did not scream his name.

	She did not run downstairs and demand he explain the shape of another woman inside his private language.

	Instead, she opened the top drawer of her dresser and took out the old shared notebook. The cover was worn at the corners, the elastic band stretched loose from years of being opened with hopeful hands.

	She sat on the edge of the bed and turned to the last page.

	Ethan’s handwriting slanted across the paper, younger and messier than it was now.

	Never let work become the thing I come home to instead of you.

	Naomi pressed her thumb over the sentence.

	Then, slowly, she closed the notebook.

	The laugh had not been hers.

	The words were no longer hers.

	And maybe that was how a marriage began to end—not with a body in another bed, but with a husband teaching another woman how to breathe while his wife learned how to stop asking for air.

	 

	 


Chapter 2 — Just a Friend

	Naomi did not sleep.

	She lay on her side of the bed with the old notebook closed beneath her palm and listened to Ethan move around the room like a man trying not to wake a house that was already wide awake.

	He came upstairs a little after midnight.

	Not drunk. Not guilty enough to be clumsy. Just quiet.

	That bothered her more.

	If he had stumbled, if he had smelled of another woman’s perfume, if there had been lipstick on his collar or a hotel receipt in his pocket, at least the betrayal would have had a shape sharp enough to hold in front of him.

	Instead, he brushed his teeth.

	Folded his tie over the chair.

	Plugged in his phone.

	Turned his back.

	And slept.

	Naomi stared at the space between his shoulder blades until dawn colored the curtains gray.

	At six-thirty, Ethan’s alarm whispered instead of rang. He had changed it months ago from the old blaring tone Naomi hated. She remembered laughing when he did it.

	Look at me, becoming considerate in my old age.

	The memory landed with no softness now.

	Ethan reached for the phone. His hand found it before his eyes fully opened, thumb moving by instinct.

	Naomi watched from her pillow.

	His face relaxed.

	Not all the way. Just enough.

	Enough for her to know.

	He typed once. Twice.

	Then he seemed to feel her looking.

	His thumb froze.

	“Morning,” he said, voice rough.

	Naomi sat up. “Is it her?”

	His eyes sharpened, sleep leaving them. “What?”

	“The person you taught not to forget breathing.”

	He did not move.

	That was the first answer.

	Then he pushed himself up against the headboard, phone still in his hand. “You saw that?”

	The question came out wrong. He heard it too. Not what do you mean? Not that sounds bad, let me explain.

	You saw that?

	Naomi swung her legs over the side of the bed. The floor was cold beneath her feet.

	“I saw the name in your phone.”

	Ethan rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Naomi—”

	“No.” She turned to face him. “Don’t start with my name like it’s a leash.”

	His mouth closed.

	Outside, the rain had stopped, but the sky still looked heavy enough to fall. The yellow kitchen below them waited with its cold pans and unmade pancakes. Sunday. Their Sunday. The one he had forgotten until guilt reminded him.

	Ethan looked down at his phone, then set it on the bed between them. Face down.

	Always face down.

	Naomi’s eyes went to it.

	He noticed and flipped it over.

	Too late.

	“It’s not what you’re making it into,” he said.

	She laughed once. Not because anything was funny. Because there it was, fully dressed and early to the room.

	“What am I making it into?”

	“A problem.”

	“It is a problem.”

	“Celeste had a panic attack before a pitch a few weeks ago. I talked her through breathing. That’s all.”

	“That’s all,” Naomi repeated.

	His shoulders tightened.

	She looked at him properly then. Hair messy from sleep. White T-shirt soft with age. The man she had once trusted so completely that she could fall asleep with half a sentence in her mouth and know he would still understand it in the morning.

	“How did she become C — don’t forget breathing?”

	His jaw worked. “It was a joke.”

	“With her?”

	“Yes.”

	“Private joke?”

	He exhaled, impatient now. “Naomi.”

	“There’s the leash again.”

	“I’m not trying to control you.”

	“No. You’re trying to make me feel foolish before I finish the question.”

	That struck him. His eyes flicked away.

	Good.

	Let him feel one clean thing.

	He got out of bed and crossed to the dresser, pulling open a drawer with more force than necessary. “It wasn’t some secret code. It was one bad day, one pitch, and one stupid note in my phone.”

	“You changed her name in your phone because of one bad day?”

	“I didn’t think it mattered.”

	Naomi stood.

	The notebook slipped from her lap to the bed. Ethan glanced at it, then away. He knew that notebook. He knew every promise buried inside it. That was probably why he refused to look at it too long.

	“You didn’t think it mattered,” she said. “Then why didn’t you tell me?”

	“Because I didn’t think I had to report every conversation I have.”

	There it was.

	He had turned a hidden intimacy into paperwork. Her question into surveillance. His secrecy into her possessiveness.

	Naomi walked to the window.

	Their backyard looked abandoned in the morning light. The unopened herb planter sat by the door, sagging from rain. She had bought basil, thyme, rosemary. Ethan had promised they would plant them together. Then Celeste’s campaign had entered their lives, and suddenly every weekend had been swallowed by strategy meetings and urgent calls and Ethan saying, “Next week, I swear.”

	Plants could die politely, she realized.

	So could marriages.

	“Why does she text you late?” Naomi asked.

	He pulled on a shirt. “She works late.”

	“So do you.”

	“That’s the job.”

	“Why does she come to you when she panics?”

	“Because I’m leading the project.”

	“Why do you smile at her messages?”

	His hands stopped on the buttons.

	Naomi turned from the window.

	“Why,” she said slowly, “does another woman know how to reach the soft part of you before I can get you to look up from a plate of food?”

	His face changed.

	Not anger first.

	Fear.

	Then anger came to protect it.

	“You’re making this sound insane.”

	“Am I?”

	“She is my friend.”

	Naomi felt the words enter her body like cold water.

	Friend.

	Such a harmless little word. A clean word. A word people used to cover rooms they did not want searched.

	“Your friend has a private name in your phone,” Naomi said. “Your friend texts you through dinner. Your friend gets voice notes at midnight. Your friend knows how you breathe before a pitch. Your friend knows you well enough to make you laugh like that.”

	“Like what?”

	“Like you forgot I was in the room.”

	His expression flickered.

	But he did not apologize.

	That was what she would remember later. Not only what he said, but what he refused to say when the opening was right there between them.

	Instead, Ethan grabbed his watch from the dresser.

	“Nothing happened, Naomi.”

	The sentence landed dull and heavy.

	For one foolish, terrible second, she wished something had.

	A kiss. A touch. A receipt. Something she could hold up and say, Here. This is the wound. Look at it. Stop asking me to prove why I’m bleeding.

	But this was worse because he had chosen the smallest possible defense and expected it to be enough.

	Naomi crossed the room and picked up the old notebook from the bed. She held it against her ribs.

	“That’s not an answer,” she said. “That’s a loophole.”

	Ethan’s face hardened. “What do you want me to say?”

	“The truth.”

	“I’m telling you the truth.”

	“No,” Naomi said. “You’re telling me the part that keeps you clean.”

	His laugh came sharp now. Not the soft one. Not hers. Not Celeste’s. This one had edges.

	“You know what this feels like?” he said. “It feels like I need permission to have friends.”

	Naomi nodded once, slowly.

	There it was.

	He had taken her hurt and dressed it as his imprisonment.

	The move was so smooth, so practiced in its defensiveness, that for half a breath she almost stepped backward from herself.

	Was she being jealous?

	Was she making too much of a name in a phone, a voice note, a laugh?

	Then she remembered Ethan’s words drifting up from the kitchen.

	You always know how to make me sound better than I am.

	No.

	She was not crazy.

	She was married to a man who had moved a private ritual out of their home and then accused her of noticing the empty space.

	“You don’t need my permission to have friends,” Naomi said.

	His shoulders lowered slightly, as if he thought she was surrendering.

	She wasn’t.

	“You need my stupidity to keep this one.”

	That hit.

	Ethan stepped toward her. “That’s unfair.”

	“Stop using that word like fairness is something you’re owed because you didn’t take your clothes off.”

	His eyes widened.

	The room went silent.

	There.

	She had said the thing he wanted to keep far away from their nice bed, their cedar cologne, their framed wedding photo near the door.

	He looked wounded, but not enough.

	Not in the right place.

	“I have never touched her,” he said.

	Naomi looked at his hand.

	The one with the wedding ring.

	The one that used to find her wrist before every speech.

	“No,” she said. “You just taught her where to stand.”

	He did not answer.

	Downstairs, his phone alarm chimed again. A calendar alert maybe. Work. Always work.

	Ethan looked toward the door, then back at her.

	“I have to be at the office by nine.”

	“On Sunday.”

	“The client moved the prep session.”

	“Celeste’s client?”

	“Our client.”

	The correction came too quickly.

	Naomi smiled without warmth. “Of course.”

	He ran both hands through his hair. “I can’t do this right now.”

	That was the first honest thing he had said.

	Naomi set the notebook back in the drawer.

	“Go,” she said.

	“Naomi—”

	“Go be impressive.”

	His face flinched as if she had slapped him.

	She did not take it back.

	For once, she wanted the words to bruise.

	
	

	Ethan left without eating.

	No pancakes.

	No coffee in chipped mugs.

	No flour on the counter. No burnt first pancake claimed as his punishment for arrogance. No kiss to the back of her neck while she pretended to swat him with a spatula.

	Naomi stood in the kitchen after he was gone and looked at the empty griddle she had taken out before dawn because some pathetic part of her had thought maybe he would remember.

	She put it away.

	Not angrily.

	Carefully.

	That felt worse.

	At ten-thirty, she dressed for the company prep session because Ethan had forgotten something else: Naomi was still expected at the anniversary campaign review. Not as a paid employee. Not officially. But as the wife who knew donor names, board spouses, old client grudges, seating politics, and which investors hated being placed near the bar.

	Invisible labor, Ethan used to call it with admiration.

	Lately, he only remembered it when he needed it.

	She chose a charcoal dress with clean lines and long sleeves. No jewelry except small gold studs. Her wedding ring stayed on her finger.

	Not because all was well.

	Because she was not ready to explain its absence to people who would make a meal out of her pain.

	At the office, Ethan’s company filled the top two floors of a renovated textile building Naomi had helped him choose before anyone believed the area would recover. She still remembered standing in the empty shell of the lobby with dust on her shoes and Ethan beside her, broke and terrified and pretending not to be both.

	This place has bones, she had told him.

	He had looked at her like she was the first person to see his.

	Now the lobby smelled of lemon polish and money. Glass walls. Black steel. Soft leather chairs. A living wall of plants maintained by people who did not forget to water things.

	The receptionist smiled too brightly when Naomi arrived.

	“Mrs. Vale. They’re in conference room three.”

	Mrs. Vale.

	The title felt like a dress someone had zipped too tight.

	Naomi walked down the corridor, her heels quiet against the polished concrete.

	She heard Celeste before she saw her.

	Not loud.

	Never loud.

	Celeste had one of those voices designed to carry only when it wanted to be overheard.

	“Ethan, no. The pause after the second sentence matters. Let them lean in.”

	Naomi stopped just outside the glass wall.

	Inside, Celeste stood near the screen, one hand wrapped around a paper coffee cup, the other holding a pen she kept tapping against her bottom lip. She wore cream trousers, a pale blue blouse, and no visible effort. Her dark hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck, soft enough to look touchable, severe enough to look professional.

	Ethan stood beside her, jacket off, sleeves rolled.

	Listening.

	Not impatiently. Not distracted. Listening with his whole face.

	Naomi felt something inside her fold.

	Celeste said something Naomi could not hear.

	Ethan laughed.

	That small laugh.

	Not as soft as last night, but close enough.

	Naomi opened the door.

	The room turned.

	Ethan’s smile vanished too quickly.

	Celeste’s did not.

	“Naomi,” Ethan said.

	Again. Her name doing work no apology wanted to do.

	“I’m not late,” Naomi said.

	“No. Of course not.”

	Celeste crossed the room first, as if she were the hostess and Naomi the guest.

	“Naomi, hi.” She held out a hand. “It’s so good to see you again.”

	Naomi looked at the hand, then took it.

	Celeste’s grip was warm and dry.

	Territorial, somehow, despite the politeness.

	“You too,” Naomi said.

	Celeste’s gaze moved over her dress, quick and precise. “That color is beautiful on you. Ethan mentioned you prefer darker tones for these events.”

	Naomi felt Ethan go still behind her.

	There.

	Small knife. Clean handle.

	Naomi kept her face calm.

	“Did he?”

	Celeste’s smile flickered, pleased with itself. “Only because I was panicking about the visual direction for the gala. He said you always understand atmosphere better than anyone, but that you don’t really enjoy these company things.”

	Company things.

	Naomi looked at Ethan.

	Eight years of galas. Donor dinners. Client rehearsals. Board wives who asked whether she worked or “just helped Ethan.” Eight years of remembering names, smoothing silences, building rooms where Ethan could look effortless.

	And he had reduced it to that.

	She does not enjoy these company things.

	Ethan’s mouth tightened. “Celeste—”

	Naomi turned back to Celeste before he could manage whatever repair he thought might cover it.

	“That’s interesting,” she said. “Ethan sometimes forgets I don’t enjoy being discussed more than I dislike the room.”

	Celeste blinked.

	Only once.

	Then she smiled wider.

	“Of course. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

	People rarely did, Naomi thought. That was how they carried knives through polite rooms.

	Ethan stepped closer. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

	Naomi looked around the conference room. Two junior staffers pretended to study the screen. A man from finance suddenly became fascinated with his laptop. Everyone had heard enough to know there was something to pretend not to hear.

	“No,” Naomi said softly. “We’re here to work, aren’t we?”

	The word landed between them.

	Work.

	The locked door.

	The hiding place.

	Celeste lifted her coffee cup. “Actually, your eye would help us. We’re debating whether the opening line feels too intimate for the donor audience.”

	Too intimate.

	Naomi almost admired her.

	Almost.

	“What’s the line?” she asked.

	Ethan looked like he wanted the floor to open.

	Celeste clicked the remote.

	Text appeared on the screen:

	We build what holds us when everything else falls away.

	Naomi stared at it.

	Her phrase.

	Not exact. Changed enough to wear different clothes.

	But hers.

	Years ago, in her restoration proposal for the Finch property, she had written:

	Good design holds people when life falls apart.

	Ethan had read it in bed, kissed her shoulder, and said, “That sounds like you.”

	Now Celeste stood beside the screen, waiting for Naomi to compliment the theft.

	Naomi’s pulse beat once in her throat.

	Then again.

	She did not accuse.

	Not here. Not yet. Not without proof. Not in a room where Celeste could tilt her head and make Naomi look like the wife who saw ghosts in every sentence.

	Naomi set her bag on the table and pulled out a chair.

	“The line works,” she said.

	Ethan looked at her, startled.

	Celeste’s smile sharpened.

	Naomi met her eyes.

	“But it needs weight behind it. Otherwise it sounds borrowed.”

	The room went quiet.

	Celeste’s fingers tightened around the remote.

	Ethan said nothing.

	Naomi opened the printed agenda in front of her and smoothed one hand over the page.

	She could feel Ethan
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