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Chapter 1: Breakfast
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Jessica’s eyes opened at exactly six, a habit as ingrained as breathing. The space next to her in the king-sized bed was still warm, Andrew a motionless shape under the duvet. She slipped out quietly, padding barefoot across the plush carpet to the ensuite, where she brushed her teeth and tied her long dark hair into a loose knot.

Downstairs, the kitchen came alive under her hands. The coffee maker sputtered and hissed, filling the air with its rich scent. She pulled eggs, butter, and the thick-cut bacon Andrew liked from the refrigerator. The loaf of sourdough bread was on the butcher block, and she sliced two pieces, sliding them into the toaster. Lunches were simpler: she assembled two turkey and Swiss sandwiches on rye, added bags of baby carrots and sliced apples, and sealed them in reusable containers. Everything had its place.

By the time she heard the shower running upstairs, the bacon was crisping in the pan, and the eggs were ready to be scrambled. She set the table by the sliding glass door: two placemats, silverware, his coffee mug, her floral teacup. The morning sun was just beginning to paint the pool water a shimmering gold.

Andrew came down at eight, his blonde hair still damp, smelling of soap and his subtle cologne. He wore a navy suit, the tie undone around his neck.

“Smells amazing,” he said, kissing the top of her head before grabbing his coffee. “You didn’t have to get up so early.”

“I wanted to,” she said, sliding the eggs onto his plate. “Sit. Eat.”

They ate in their usual comfortable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the clink of cutlery and the distant hum of the pool filter.

“Big day?” Jessica asked, topping off his coffee.

“Quarterly reviews. Endless meetings. The usual corporate theater.” He shook his head, a small smile playing on his lips. “I’ll be glad when it’s done. Should be home by seven, though.”

“I’ll have dinner ready. That lemon chicken you like.”

“Perfect.” He took a last bite of toast, then stood, looping his tie into a neat Windsor knot. “Lunch?”

“In the fridge, all packed.”

“You’re a saint.” He kissed her properly this time, a firm, warm pressure that tasted of coffee and promise. “Love you.”

“Love you more. Drive safe.”

She watched him grab his keys, his laptop bag, and the lunch bag from the counter. The front door clicked shut, and the house settled back into its daytime quiet.

Jessica cleared the dishes, loading the dishwasher with a methodical rhythm. Wiping down the counters, she surveyed her domain. It was spotless, but routine dictated the next steps. She collected the laundry from the hamper in their bedroom—his dress shirts, her yoga clothes, the sheets—and carried the basket downstairs to the laundry room.

She dusted the living room, fluffed the pillows on the sofa, and ran the robot vacuum. It was all easy, mindless work. By eleven, her chores were complete. The sun was high now, blazing a bright path across the blue pool water.

Changing into her red bikini in the bedroom, she appraised herself in the full-length mirror. She liked what she saw, the curves she maintained with careful eating and laps in the pool. She tied her hair up, slipped on sunglasses, and grabbed a novel and a bottle of water.

The patio tiles were warm underfoot. She dove into the cool, clear water, the silence of the house giving way to the rush in her ears. She swam lap after lap, the rhythm steadying her mind. After twenty minutes, she hoisted herself out and stretched on a lounger, letting the sun dry her skin.

The gate from the side yard clicked open.

“Knock, knock! Brought reinforcements!”

Liza’s voice was a welcome intrusion. She appeared carrying two iced teas from the local café, her own tall frame clad in a stylish kaftan over a swimsuit. She set a tea on the small table beside Jessica and took the other lounger.

“You’re a lifesaver,” Jessica said, taking a long sip. “I was just melting.”

“I saw Prince Charming depart this morning. Looked very serious and important.”

“Reviews. He’s stressed, but he hides it.”

“They’re all good at hiding things, aren’t they?” Liza said, her tone light, but Jessica caught the old bitterness that never fully faded. Liza adjusted her sunglasses. “So, what’s the agenda today? Besides achieving the perfect tan.”

“Nothing. Just waiting for Andrew to come home.”

Liza sighed, a playful, exaggerated sound. “Your dedication is both admirable and terrifying. You need a hobby that isn’t him. Or laundry.”

“I have hobbies.”

“Reading by the pool is not a hobby, Jess. It’s a decorative activity.” Liza took a drink. “Come into the city with me tomorrow. I need to return that hideous vase my mother sent, and then we can get lunch. Somewhere with tablecloths and overpriced wine.”

Jessica laughed. “Okay, okay. That sounds nice.”

They lapsed into easy silence, listening to the cicadas begin their afternoon song. Jessica felt a deep, contented peace settle over her. This was her life. Ordered, clean, loving. A perfect machine of mutual care.

Her novel lay forgotten on her lap. She watched a dragonfly skim the surface of the pool. Inside, the phone began to ring, the sound faint through the glass door.

“Ignore it,” Liza murmured.

“It might be Andrew.” Jessica stood, wrapping a towel around her waist. She slid the door open and crossed to the kitchen island where her phone buzzed.

The screen displayed a number she didn’t recognize, with a city area code. Probably a solicitor. She almost dismissed it, but something made her press answer.

“Hello?”

There was a pause on the other end, a faint sound of background noise—an office, maybe. Then a woman’s voice, polite, professional, and utterly out of place in her sun-drenched kitchen.

“Is this Jessica? Jessica, wife of Andrew Hartley?”

“Yes... who is this?”

“My name is Mara Simmons. I’m calling from the corporate offices. I’m Andrew’s executive assistant.” The voice was smooth, practiced. “I’m so sorry to bother you at home. I’m trying to locate Andrew for an urgent, time-sensitive document. He’s not answering his cell, and he’s not in his office. You wouldn’t happen to know if he’s in a meeting off-site, or perhaps... with you?”

Jessica blinked.

“He left for the office at nine,” Jessica said, her voice perfectly even. “He should be there.”

Another pause. This one felt heavier.

“I see. Thank you. I must have missed him. Sorry to have troubled you.”

The line went dead.

Jessica held the phone to her ear for a moment longer, then lowered it. She stared at the sleek black device. Andrew’s assistant. Andrew never mentioned an assistant named Mara. He had a guy, Tim. He’d talked about Tim for years.

The kitchen was exactly as she left it. The lunch container was gone from the counter. His coffee mug was clean in the dishwasher. Everything was in its right place.

She walked slowly back to the sliding door. Liza had sat up, her sunglasses pushed onto her head.

“Everything okay? You look pale.”

“It was nothing,” Jessica said, managing a smile. “Just someone from Andrew’s office looking for him. Wrong number, probably.” She pushed the door open wider and stepped back onto the patio, the towel clinging to her damp hips.

Liza wasn’t buying it. At six feet tall, even lounging she had a presence, her 34F breasts straining slightly against the patterned silk of her kaftan, her long legs ending in perfectly manicured toes painted a deep crimson. She’d always been the dramatic one, the one who’d lived a soap opera and came out the other side with a vintage 1970 Chevrolet Chevelle SS in the garage beside her everyday Range Rover, and a cynical quip for everything. “Wrong number my ass. You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What did they say?”

“Nothing, really.” Jessica shrugged, the movement drawing attention to her own form: five-ten, the red bikini top over her 34C breasts, the tie of the bottom resting on her 25-inch waist, flaring out over her 35-inch hips. Her long black hair, now escaping its knot, dampened the towel around her shoulders. “His assistant called. A woman. Mara. She said he wasn’t at his office.”

Liza sat all the way up, sliding her sunglasses off. “I didn’t think he had a female assistant.”

“He doesn’t. He has Tim.”

The two women looked at each other. The pool itself was a standard rectangular design, thirty feet long, bordered by smooth grey coping stones, the water a chemically perfect aqua.

“So call him,” Liza said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.

“I don’t want to bother him. He’s in reviews. It’s hectic.”

“Jessica. Your husband, who left here in a suit looking like he was headed to Wall Street, apparently is not where he said he’d be, and a strange woman is calling your house looking for him. Bother him.”

Jessica’s hand went to her phone, which she’d set on the glass patio table. She unlocked it, scrolled to Andrew’s name, and pressed call. It rang four times before going to voicemail. You’ve reached Andrew Hartley. Leave a message. His voice, steady and warm, felt like a mockery.

“He didn’t pick up,” she said, her own voice quiet.

“Okay,” Liza said, shifting into problem-solving mode. She stood, her height nearly matching Jessica’s. “Let’s not panic. There’s a logical explanation. Maybe the new assistant is confused. Maybe he’s in the bathroom. Maybe he stepped out for a coffee.” She put a hand on Jessica’s arm. “You’re shivering. Go get dressed. We’ll go inside and you can show me this kitchen backsplash you’ve been talking about for weeks.”

It was a transparent distraction, but Jessica nodded. She walked back through the sliding door, Liza following her.

The kitchen was a testament to Andrew’s success and Jessica’s care. Polished granite countertops in a pattern called Steel River ran in a long L-shape. A six-burner gas range dominated the central island, which was topped with a thick slab of butcher block. The appliances were all professional-grade stainless steel. The backsplash was indeed new: a delicate, hand-painted Italian tile in shades of cream and seafoam green Jessica had spent months sourcing. Andrew’s sleek black BMW key fob usually sat on the island, but it was gone, of course.

They moved into the living room, a vast space with vaulted ceilings. A large sectional sofa in a durable cream linen faced a stone fireplace. The floors were wide-plank oak, softened by a large, expensive silk rug. Everything was light, airy, meticulously coordinated. It was a beautiful cage.

“I need to check the laundry,” Jessica said, mostly to herself, and walked down a hallway past the formal dining room—a table for ten that they never used—and into the laundry room. The steady rumble of the dryer was a normal sound. She opened it. Hot air billowed out. His shirts, her clothes, tumbled together.

Upstairs, the master bedroom was her sanctuary. A king-sized bed with a velvet upholstered headboard was made up with high-thread-count grey sheets. A chaise lounge sat by a window overlooking the pool. His walk-in closet was orderly, rows of suits and dress shirts. Hers was more chaotic, bursts of color and texture. The ensuite bathroom had a large soaking tub and a separate glass shower. It all spoke of a shared, luxurious life.

Jessica peeled off her bikini, dried herself, and pulled on loungewear: soft leggings and a tank top. She stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror framed in distressed oak. She looked the same as she had yesterday.

When she came back downstairs, Liza was in the kitchen, pouring two glasses of pinot grigio from the fridge. It was only two in the afternoon.

“Medicinal,” Liza said, handing her a glass.

Jessica took it. “What do I do?”

“You wait for him to call you back. And if he doesn’t in an hour, you call again. And you don’t make him that lemon chicken until you get a decent answer.” Liza leaned against the counter, her posture relaxed but her eyes sharp. “Listen, Andrew adores you. He’s built this,” she gestured around them, “for you. There is an explanation.”

“I know,” Jessica said. But the call replayed in her head. The woman’s voice. Mara Simmons. Executive assistant. The politeness that felt like a mask. The specific question: You wouldn’t happen to know if he’s in a meeting off-site, or perhaps... with you?

Why would she ask if he was with his own wife?

Her phone, face-up on the counter, lit up with an incoming text. She snatched it.

It was Andrew.

Swamped in back-to-backs. Phone on silent. Everything okay?

The breath left her in a rush. She showed Liza.

“See?” Liza said, smiling. “Told you. Corporate theater. Now tell him you’re fine and stop worrying.”

Jessica typed back, her fingers feeling clumsy. All good. Just missed you. Assistant Mara called here looking for you – had her wires crossed?

She hit send. The three dots appeared immediately. Then they stopped. They appeared again, for a long time.

His reply came through.

New temp. Doesn’t know the ropes yet. Sorry she bothered you. See you at 7. Love you.

Jessica read it aloud.

“Mystery solved,” Liza declared, finishing her wine. “The temp panicked. Andrew in his meetings. The world is back on its axis.”
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