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Chapter 1: Doris






Her real name was Doris.

Doris Mae Pruitt was born in a cinder-block house on the edge of Decatur, Illinois. Her mother smelled of Pall Malls and cheap hand lotion. Her father only came around when the rent was due and vanished the rest of the time. The yard was just dirt and dandelions. The kitchen floor was yellow linoleum, peeling up at the corners. Doris learned early that hard work wasn’t the way out—every woman on her street worked herself to the bone and still had nothing. What mattered was having the right look on the right face at just the right moment.

By fourteen, Doris had practiced her smile in the cracked bathroom mirror until it was perfect. Not too eager, so she didn’t seem desperate. Not too cool, so she didn’t seem unfriendly. Just warm and soft enough, with her eyes a little wider, as if the person in front of her was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen. She noticed grown men would straighten up when she smiled at them. She kept that in mind, like a tool she could use.

Her mother thought she was sweet. Her teachers thought she was earnest. The boys at school thought she liked them. None of them were right. Doris didn't particularly like anyone. She found most people loud and inconvenient, always wanting things from her—attention, warmth, effort—that she had no real interest in giving. But she was good at pretending. That was its own kind of talent, and she respected it in herself the way other people respected athletic ability or a good singing voice.

She left Decatur at nineteen with a hundred and forty dollars, a duffel bag, and a plan that was more feeling than fact: she was going to find a life that looked the way she had always wanted her life to look. Clean. Expensive. Quiet. She had no particular preference for any city, so she picked Chicago because she liked the way it sounded when she said it. She told herself she was not running from anything. She was moving toward something. The difference mattered to her.

Chicago was harder than she expected, which annoyed her. She worked at a hotel front desk, which had the advantage of letting her study wealthy guests at close range. She watched what they wore, how they spoke, what they ordered, how they treated people who served them. She stopped saying "gonna" and "wanna." She read the kind of magazines that told her which handbag meant old money and which meant someone trying. She opened a credit card she could barely afford and bought two blazers and a pair of nude heels that cost more than her rent. She understood that looking the part was an investment, not an indulgence.

By twenty-three she had reinvented herself enough that she went by Vivienne, a name she had chosen from a novel she never finished. Vivienne Crane. She'd had a brief, entirely strategic relationship with a man named Crane who had been kind enough to marry her and generous enough to divorce her eighteen months later with a settlement that bought her a better wardrobe and a year to find the next opportunity. She was not proud of this, precisely, but she was not ashamed of it either. She thought of it the way a contractor thought of building a foundation. Necessary. Structural. Done.

She was thirty-one when she met Richard Hartley.

By then, she had perfected being Vivienne. Her hair was a careful shade of blonde, always freshly styled, never brassy. Her skin was spray-tanned just enough to look Mediterranean, not fake. Her clothes weren’t covered in designer logos, which she thought looked tacky, but were made of good fabrics with clean lines—quietly expensive. She knew how to talk about art she hadn’t seen and books she hadn’t read, vague enough to sound like she knew what she was saying. She had even practiced her laugh, making it low and easy, the kind that made men feel smart.

She told herself she deserved Richard Hartley. She had earned this, hadn’t she? She had worked in ways that didn’t look like work but were just as hard. For years, she had put herself together, piece by piece, into someone a man like him would want. The fact that it wasn’t real didn’t bother her. To Vivienne, being real was overrated. Real was that cinder-block house with peeling linoleum. What she had made for herself was better.

What she had not planned on was Florence.

Florence was five years old when Vivienne first laid eyes on her, sitting in Richard's living room in a dress that didn't fit right and orthopedic shoes that were beige and terrible. The child's left leg had a brace on it, the kind that strapped from below the knee to above the ankle and made a faint scraping sound when she walked. She had her mother's eyes, which Richard mentioned with the kind of naked grief that told Vivienne to nod and look gentle.

Richard’s late wife was named Claire. There was a photo of her on the hallway shelf—pretty, gentle-looking, the kind of woman who probably baked, volunteered, and never schemed about anything. Claire died when Florence was two, from an aneurysm that came without warning. It was the kind of loss that left a man broken with grief and thankful for any woman willing to fill the empty space.

Vivienne had looked at Florence across that living room and done the math in about four seconds flat.

The child made things more complicated. She was an obstacle, a burden, a factor Vivienne hadn’t wanted to deal with. But in her own way, she was useful. A man with a disabled child was lonely in a special way. He needed someone who could look at his daughter with patience and kindness, someone who could handle the appointments, medications, and school plans, someone who made him feel less alone in all of it.

Vivienne could look like that person. She had no doubt of it.

At that first meeting, she bent down and gave Florence her practiced smile—warm enough, soft enough—and said, "What a beautiful name. I've always loved that name." In truth, she had never thought about the name Florence before.

Florence had looked at her with an expression Vivienne could not entirely read and said nothing.

Children were perceptive in ways that made them inconvenient. Vivienne had noted that and moved on.

But she had smiled at Richard and touched his arm lightly when Florence left the room to get her drawing pad, and she had said, "She's wonderful. You must be so proud of her."

Richard had looked at her like a man who had been very cold for a long time and had just stepped into the sun.

Vivienne had known, right then, that she had him.








