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For Denver—my greatest love, in every life.
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“Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same. If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger.”





—Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights.
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One




Now

Be brave. It was my mother’s mantra—the one she wove into the fabric of my childhood like armor, pressing it into my bones each time fear threatened to take root. She whispered it before every scraped knee, every first day of school, every monster I swore was hiding beneath my bed. It was her lullaby, her battle cry, and a promise that I could face whatever came next. 

Now, standing at the mouth of my long, winding driveway bathed in pale moonlight, I was anything but brave.

Two brick pillars flanked the entrance, each topped with a brass lamp meant to cast a welcoming light over the dull iron gate stretched between them. But tonight, both lamps sat cold and hollow, surrendering the entire scene to darkness.

No light meant Jackson was home. Which meant my hope of slipping in unnoticed had just gone up in smoke.

Normally, I was back before he arrived. But tonight, I was two hours late. Not because I was being reckless or testing my curfew, but because a wreck on the Five had frozen traffic for miles, turning the freeway into a parking lot. By the time I hit downtown, not far from the Coronado Bridge, I already knew I was fucked. 

Actually, let’s be real. . . I was fucked the moment our security system failed to register my arrival at exactly 8:00 p.m.

My hands trembled as I typed the code into the keypad.

Zero. . . five. . . three. . .

Shit. Wrong number. I tried again.

Zero. . . five. . . two. . . six.

The keypad chirped. A heavy click followed, and the gate groaned as it creaked open, vanishing slowly into the shadows.

I crept forward, steadying myself against the wheel and drawing in a deep breath. Jackson hadn’t called all night, and that was never a good sign. Most nights, I had more time. If everything had gone to plan, I’d have been curled beneath the covers before he stumbled through the door—reeking of whiskey and drugstore perfume. And if I was lucky, he’d be too hungover by morning to remember I even existed.

But luck wasn’t on my side tonight.

I parked my crimson Lexus in the driveway. The last thing I needed was the mechanical shriek of the garage door giving me away. I slipped out quietly, the soles of my sandals whispering against the pavement.

Our home towered in the moonlight, all 6,000 square feet of glass and stone—a fortress on the island of Coronado. But to me, it looked hollow and empty. Like something long dead. Its darkened windows glared down at me like accusing eyes.

I should have called. I should have told him I’d be late.

Forcing down the lump in my throat, I kept my eyes forward. The grand oak door swallowed me whole as I stepped inside, the silence collapsing around me as I exhaled. Slipping off my sandals in the foyer, I moved like a thief in my own home, stealing a few quiet seconds before the inevitable storm.

I tiptoed into the kitchen, where a flood of light spilled onto the black Catalina tile and into the butler’s pantry at the far end of the room.

Maybe he was asleep. Maybe by some miracle, I’d managed to pull it off.

My shoulders lowered a fraction as I hugged my purse tight and crept upstairs, careful not to let the stairs creak beneath me. The landing was dark. No light under the bedroom door.

Just a few more steps. . . 

Jackson always kept his office door shut and locked. No one was allowed in—not even the maid. So I should’ve noticed the sliver of space between the frame as I crept past. I should’ve registered that something was off. But I’d been so focused on reaching the bedroom, so desperate to disappear, I missed it entirely.

“Emily. . .” 

The low growl of his voice cut through the silence like a blade.

He was awake.

There was no use pretending I hadn’t heard him. I turned slowly and leaned my head around the doorframe.

“Yes?” My voice came out thin and weak.

The room was cloaked in shadow. Jackson sat behind his enormous mahogany desk, an open decanter of whiskey resting in front of him.

“You’re late,” he said, taking a slow, deliberate sip from the crystal glass between his fingers. He was drunk, but not in the careless, forgetful way I sometimes prayed for. 

This was the kind of drunk I feared. 

My pulse stuttered. The air around me thickened, heavy with dread.

“Sit,” he ordered.

I obeyed, lowering myself into the leather chair like a prisoner before the judge.

“Where have you been?”

I swallowed hard. “I—I’m sorry. There was an accident on the Five. Traffic was backed up for miles.” The words were tumbling out faster than I could catch them, and I knew better than to offer him excuses.

“Don’t insult my intelligence, Emily.” He took another sip, the ice in his glass rattling like bone. “Where have you been?” he asked again.

I forced myself to meet his eyes. “I told you. I swear I wasn’t—”

“DON’T LIE TO ME!” His voice exploded across the room, followed by the crack of glass smashing against wood. I jumped as it shattered into a dozen tiny pieces, whiskey bleeding between them like an open wound. Jackson rose, his towering figure casting a long, ominous shadow as he came to stand over me.  

“You know the rules,” he said, his voice a sharp knife against my throat.

The rules. The unspoken, suffocating rules embedded into every corner of our marriage.

Curfew. Obedience. Silence.

They wrapped around me like a noose, binding me to a man whose love shifted like the tides.

“I didn’t. . . I wasn’t. . . I’m sorry,” I stammered, the words breaking apart in fragments. 

My knees pressed together instinctively, hands clenched tight in my lap to stop them from shaking.

Jackson circled like a predator. The broken glass crunched faintly beneath his shoes, and I flinched at the sound. Even in the dark, I could see the blaze in his bloodshot eyes. I used to think they were the most beautiful shade of blue—bright and coastal, and inviting. But now? Now they were a raging storm, full of destruction and malevolent intent.

“Sorry?” he laughed. The rasping sound of it scraped down my spine. “Sorry doesn’t buy back my time, Emily. It doesn’t undo what’s already been done.”

I kept my gaze fixed on the shattered glass scattered across the desk, its jagged edges catching the light like tiny warning signs.

“I won’t ask again,” he said, his voice deadly calm. 

I blinked hard, forcing the tears to retreat. “I did tell you,” I whispered. “It was the truth.”

There was a long pause—too long. I knew what came next. I braced for it. But the strike still hit like lightning.

His knuckles cracked across my cheek with brutal force. The world reeled, spinning as my head snapped back and I barely caught myself before slipping from the chair. Stars swam across my vision, and for a moment, everything blurred. Jackson towered over me, rage carved into every line of his face.

“Clean this shit up,” he snapped.

I nodded, the ringing in my ears drowning out everything but the thud of my own heartbeat.

When he was gone, I let out a shaky breath. Silent tears slipped down my face, tracing the raw, throbbing ache blooming across my cheek.

Across the room, the window creaked open, the wind slipping through like a whisper. And for just a moment, I swore I heard my mother’s voice riding the breeze.

Be brave.








  
  
Two




A thin sliver of light cut through the closed curtains, slicing across the bed in a sharp, golden line. But the pounding in my temples had dragged me from sleep long before the sun had a chance. 

With a groan, I rolled onto my back, wincing at the stiffness in my jaw. My fingers brushed over the swollen skin, and a quiet, breathless whimper escaped my lips.

Fuck.

The space beside me was cold and empty. Jackson had slipped out of bed hours ago, but his scent still clung to the sheets. Propping myself up on my elbows, I caught a glimpse of myself in the dresser mirror and was greeted by an all too familiar reflection. My face was swollen, and a purple bruise painted itself over my left eye. 

As I kicked off the tangled sheets, I searched my mind for excuses. But how many times could I blame the bathroom door? The stairs? My own clumsy feet?

Outside the bedroom door, I heard movement, followed by muffled voices. I stood, the chill of the white oak floor biting at my heels as I pulled on my robe and opened the door.

“Mrs. Bishop!” Rita gasped, pressing a hand to her chest. “I didn’t know you were here.”

She did. Of course she did. Where else would I be?

Her warm, caramel eyes flicked to my face, then darted away. “I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to wake you.”

I offered a small smile as a young girl rushed past her, eyes averted.

“New girl?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

Rita nodded. “My niece. She just moved here from Mérida with her mother and two brothers. Mr. Bishop was kind enough to offer her a job.”

Kind.

The word stuck to the roof of my mouth like peanut butter.

“Oh. Well, that’s good,” I managed tightly.

If anyone feared Jackson more than I did, it was the staff. Unlike the rest of the world, they didn’t buy into the charm. They knew exactly what kind of man he was—and kind wasn’t it.

Rita had seen the marks before. They all had. The staff watched in silence, an unwilling audience to a show no one wanted to see. Still, I often wondered what they truly thought of me.

Did they pity me? Think I was weak? Or maybe, to them, I was just another spoiled wife—draped in designer clothes, floating in wealth, too blind or too foolish to leave.

On the outside, I had it all. A picturesque life, a handsome husband, the illusion of happiness. But beneath the gloss, I was a prisoner—trapped inside a gilded cage of privilege.

She knew Jackson wasn’t kind. They all did. But like any good housekeeper, she kept her mouth shut. After all, there was a reason her green card had never expired.

“Have you seen my husband?” I asked, not expecting an answer—just hoping to gauge how long I’d been alone, or if I’d simply gotten lucky and missed him.

Rita shook her head. “Mr. Bishop left before I arrived this morning. He did, however, leave something for you downstairs.”

I nodded. I didn’t have to ask what it was. I already knew.

“Is there anything else you need, Mrs. Bishop?”

I shook my head, fighting back the urge to remind her that it was ok to call me Emily. Bishop was his identity, and my first name was the only thing I had left to claim. 

“That’ll be all. Thank you.”

She hesitated for half a second, then turned sharply and walked away.


      [image: ]I didn’t rush heading downstairs. If there was one thing I had in abundance, it was time. And with no one to entertain but the staff, there was no reason to hurry.

In the living room, a soft breeze drifted through the floor-to-ceiling windows, carrying the sweet, heady scent of hydrangeas and oleanders.

Outside, José, our gardener, moved methodically through the flower beds, his back bowed under the weight of the morning sun. I gave a small wave. He glanced up, the brim of his wide hat shadowing his dark, unreadable eyes. He nodded once before turning back to his work.

I closed my eyes and inhaled the luscious scent of daylilies and azaleas, letting it carry me back to childhood summers with Gran. We’d spend long afternoons in her garden, her sun-spotted hands guiding mine, until my knees were stained and my fingernails came away caked in dirt. I loved how the earth smelled after a fresh rain, echoing the perfume off each peony and coneflower wafting into the open windows of her old farmhouse.

But here, in this manicured paradise, it felt different. I rarely stepped into the garden—no matter how beautiful. It had been a gift from Jackson, an elaborate apology planted in the aftermath of violence.

Just as Rita had said, a grand bouquet of dark pink roses sat perfectly centered on the dining room table. His signature gesture. The one he made after every painful night. 

They were always flawless. But even if the petals hadn’t begun to wilt, the sentiment behind them had long since withered. Once the fallout from last night settled, the cycle would start all over again.

I was surprised to find a slim white box, wrapped in a velvet ribbon waiting beside the vase. I hesitated before lifting the lid.

Inside, nestled on a bed of crisp, white tissue paper, lay an elegant nightshade gown. The sequins caught the morning light, glittering like fallen stars. I held it up, letting the silk cascade over my hands. The dress was breathtaking. But it felt. . . wrong.

“Wow,” a soft voice breathed behind me.

I whirled around to face Rita’s niece. She looked no more than fifteen, her dark hair falling loosely around her olive-toned face. Her wide, curious eyes blinked at the dress, full of quiet awe.

I swallowed and clutched the gown to my chest as she stared, the envy in her gaze as clear as day.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

She blinked, hesitated, then said, “Mia.”

“Pretty,” I offered, though I wasn’t sure if it came out genuine or hollow. I tried to smile, but it felt tight on my face. “How old are you, Mia?”

“Sixteen.” Her voice was small but steady.

I nodded, folding the dress back into its box with careful hands, the sequins catching one last glimmer of light before disappearing. 

“Do you like it?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure why. Maybe I just wanted to hear someone say yes to something Jackson touched.

She nodded, doe eyes wide. “It looks like something a queen would wear.”

I let out a dry laugh. “Maybe. But crowns can be heavy.”

Mia tilted her head, not quite understanding, and I instantly regretted saying it. I didn’t want to ruin her illusions, not yet. She had time for reality to catch up.

“Is the rest of your family working here?” I asked instead.

She nodded again. “Mr. Bishop said if we finish early, my brothers and I can swim in the pool.”

Of course he did. Always the savior, always the hand extended—just long enough to remind you who it belonged to.

I gently closed the box, tying the ribbon back into a neat bow.

“Well,” I said, straightening, “I hope you like it here. If you need anything, come to me, not him.”

She looked at me, startled. “Okay.”

An awkward silence settled between us. 

“You should go now. Rita’s probably looking for you.”

She gave a quick nod and slipped away without another word.

When she was gone, I let my shoulders drop. My fingers lingered on the velvet ribbon. The dress, the flowers, the fragile illusions. It was all so practiced now—a performance.

And I was so very tired of playing the part.








  
  
Three




Before

The first thing that struck me was how bright everything was. Beyond the towering glass windows overlooking the bay, an endless stretch of cerulean sea melted into a brilliant horizon. 

The airport hummed with the clatter of rolling suitcases and the rhythm of hurried footsteps. I was still jittery from the flight, my nerves a tumbled mess in my stomach as I rolled my pink suitcase alongside me.

It was early afternoon as I scanned the crowd, watching travelers come and go. My eyes flicked from face to face in search of my sister, panic pricking at my spine when I couldn’t find her.

I glanced up at the digital clock above the baggage carousel—thinking I had arrived too early, only to discover I was running late. I freed my phone from my pocket. 

Just landed, the message I’d sent twenty minutes ago, stared back with no reply.

With a sigh, I tapped on her name, pacing as the phone rang and rang before kicking me to voicemail.

Shit.

“Kat, it’s Emily. I’m at the airport. Where are you? Call me.”

Turning around, I started retracing my steps, remembering a Starbucks I’d passed earlier, when a voice behind me called my name.

“Emily?”

I spun around and saw a man I didn’t recognize walking briskly in my direction. 

I hesitated, but he didn’t seem to need confirmation as he stopped directly in front of me.

“Emily Hart?” he asked again.

I gave a cautious nod. “Yes. . . do I know you?”

He shook his head. “I’m Jackson Bishop. I’m a friend of Grant’s.”

A knot of panic tightened in my stomach. Grant was my sister’s husband. Oh god. Had something happened?

“Where’s Katherine?” I asked sharply.

“They had something come up last minute,” he reassured me.

“So they sent you instead,” I guessed, the tension easing in my chest. 

“I offered,” Jackson smiled. “Didn’t seem right making you Uber all the way to La Jolla.”

He was distractingly good-looking—the kind of handsome that made you look twice. A classic Californian with sun-kissed blonde hair falling into his eyes, a piercing blue gaze, and a grin that could thaw glaciers. He looked like he belonged on a surfboard, not in an airport terminal.

Jackson bent down, gently coaxing the suitcase from my hand, and I caught the faint scent of fresh aftershave curling around the sharp lines of his jaw.

“How was the flight?” he asked, guiding me through the automatic doors to where a sleek black SUV waited at the curb.

“Exhausting,” I yawned. “Is it just me, or does the legroom shrink every year?”

He laughed, and the sound sent goosebumps skittering across my arms.

“That’s why I fly private,” he said, settling into the cool, buttery leather seat beside me. 

I blinked. “You have a private jet?”

The surprise must’ve been all over my face. Who the hell was this guy?

“Technically, it belongs to the company,” Jackson shrugged. “But yes. And a helicopter.”

Ah. Suddenly, the luxury SUV and the waiting driver made sense. I hadn’t even been in California an hour and was already neck-deep in its gold-tinted world.

“How do you know Grant?” I asked, suddenly hyperaware of my thrifted sundress and the crinkled Walmart bag cradled in my lap.

“We grew up together,” he said with a nostalgic grin. “Our parents attend the same country club.”

Of course they did. I knew Grant had money. He was a senior software engineer for Bishop Enterprises, a multibillion-dollar tech giant known for it’s cutting-edge AI and clean design.

Bishop.

I twisted in my seat to look at him, realization striking like a flashbulb.

“Wait. . . are you the Jackson Bishop?” I asked, my soft brown eyes going wide.

His lips curled into an amused grin. “I don’t know about the Jackson Bishop—but I am a Jackson Bishop.”

How had I not recognized him? His face had been splashed across the covers of Time, Forbes, even People. The tech world’s golden boy turned media darling. And yet, somehow, I’d mistaken him for a casual family friend.

I sank a little lower into my seat, feeling small.

“Oh,” I managed, scrambling for something—anything, that wouldn’t sound painfully stupid. “You look. . . different in person.”

It’s funny how a title alone can change the way you see someone. Five minutes ago, he was just a friendly guy picking me up. Now, I suddenly felt like I didn’t belong in the same car.

Jackson tilted his head, amused. “Different as in better? Or worse?”

My cheeks flushed. “Better. I mean—not that you looked worse before. Obviously. You never looked bad. That’s not what I meant. . .” The words kept tumbling out, clumsy and fast, as if sheer momentum could rescue me from total humiliation.

Jackson chuckled, clearly enjoying my flustered state. “So. . . better,” he repeated, leaning back casually, one arm draped along the back of the seat. “That’s a relief.”

I gave him a sidelong glance. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Too late,” he grinned. “I’m very fragile, you know. Compliments only inflate my ego by dangerous amounts.”

“Oh, you poor thing,” I teased, shaking my head. “Must be so hard being wildly rich, famous, and attractive.”

He laughed. “You think I’m attractive?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. Dammit. I’d walked right into that one.

“I think you think you’re attractive,” I said, trying to salvage my pride.

“Mm,” he mused, feigning deep thought. “I am known for being devastatingly humble.”

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t hide my smile. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you’re cute when you’re flustered.”

That stopped me.

My breath caught, his eyes lingering on mine a little longer than necessary. I looked away first, pretending to focus on the view outside the window. Palm trees whipped past, sunshine gilding everything it touched.

When we finally pulled up to Katherine’s house, I blinked in surprise. It wasn’t the extravagant, gated estate I’d expected from someone married to a senior engineer. And definitely not what I imagined for a close friend of a billionaire. Instead, it was charmingly understated. A classic American Craftsman with a wide, welcoming porch, tapered columns, and a steep, sloping roof.

The driver, who remained silent the entire trip, stepped out and began unloading my luggage, but Jackson was already there, waving him off.

“I’ve got it,” he said, effortlessly lifting my bag like it weighed nothing.

From the doorway, Katherine’s warm voice rang out. “The sun looks good on you.”

I glanced up to see her leaning against the frame, arms folded, eyes crinkling with amusement. “Sorry for the mix-up,” she added. “But apparently, it comes with VIP perks.”

“Apparently,” I echoed as Jackson stepped beside me, his shoulder brushing mine.

Kat’s gaze flicked between us. “Thanks for picking her up, Jackson.”

“Happy to,” he said, handing me my suitcase. Our fingers touched—just barely, but the spark that followed shot straight through me.

Katherine arched an eyebrow. “I hope he behaved himself.”

“He was a perfect gentleman,” I smiled, though my pulse was still racing.

“A gentleman, huh?” She gave Jackson a pointed look. “That’s a new one. I’ve heard him called a lot of things, but ‘gentleman’ usually doesn’t make the list.”

“That’s because you’ve never acted like a lady,” he shot back smoothly.

Katherine smirked, but I caught the flicker of something unreadable in her eyes as she stepped aside and motioned me inside. “Come on. Let’s get you settled.”

As Jackson turned to go, something tugged at me.

“Hey,” I shouted, and he paused, half-turned toward me. “Will I see you again?” I asked, trying to sound casual, not like my heart was stupidly hoping for a yes. 

His gaze lingered on mine as he slid his hands into his pockets. “I hope so.”
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Now

The gown Jackson bought clung to me in all the wrong places. I was a size 16, and this dress was meant for someone with half my waistline. 

Still, with a bit of wriggling and careful maneuvering, I managed to slip into it—strategically concealing the safety pins and the inch-wide gap where the zipper refused to close. One wrong move, and it would split. Embarrassing for the dress, but even more humiliating for me.

My honey-brown hair was swept into an elaborate updo. Jackson had brought in a makeup artist named Anya to mask the bruises. She didn’t flinch as she dabbed at the violet stains blooming over my eye and across my cheekbone, her brush moving with a quiet efficiency that made me wonder how many wives like me she’d painted over before.

You didn’t get hired for gigs like this unless you knew how to keep secrets.

I kept my face still, afraid that if I cracked the illusion Jackson had orchestrated, he wouldn’t hesitate to punish me later. 

When Anya was done, I barely recognized myself. The foundation was thick, the eyeshadow garish. I couldn’t remember what I looked like anymore—barefaced or made up. Over time, my amber eyes had dimmed, and the freckles that once danced across my nose and cheeks had faded like stars at dawn.

Jackson used to love those freckles. Back when we were new, he’d name them like constellations, mapping them out with his fingers as we’d lie together in bed, our skin still hot from the fire we’d kindled out of passion and lust.

Now, he thought they made me look childish, and he no longer traced them like a galaxy he was once so eager to explore.

Outside, the driver laid on the horn as I made my way down the steps. I opened the car door, but the hem of my dress snagged on my heel. I stumbled, catching myself with a graceless sprawl against the pavement.

“Jesus Christ, Emily. We’re already late. Can you hurry the fuck up?” Jackson didn’t even look at me as I gathered myself and slid into the seat beside him.

“Sorry,” I murmured, keeping my eyes forward while he sipped whatever dark poison swirled in his glass.

“I see you found my gift,” he said, tilting his head, letting the ice clink against his teeth.

“It’s beautiful.” I ran my fingers along the sequined fabric. “Thank you.”

He gave a tight nod. “And is it. . . comfortable?”

What he really meant was, Does it fit?  Jackson was careful to never comment on my weight outright. He preferred veiled criticisms. 

“Like a glove,” I said, forcing a polite smile and willing my makeup not to crack. But the truth was far from comfortable. 

Since my mothers death, I couldn’t seem to keep my weight steady, but this was the heaviest I had ever been. When Jackson and I first met, I’d weighed around 160. These days, I hovered near 200, and he found a new way to remind me of it every day.

I’d tried everything to lose it—pills, workouts, starvation diets, kale for every meal. Even a desperate detox at a sketchy sauna that landed me in the hospital with severe dehydration. But nothing worked.

“Listen, about last night. . .” Jackson began.

I cut him off gently. “Nothing happened. I walked into the bathroom door.”

He nodded, slow and approving. “Yes. You did. Honestly, Em, you really should be more careful.”

My eyes flicked to the driver’s in the mirror as I turned to face Jackson. “It was an accident,” I said with a bright, brittle smile. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

His hand found mine in my lap, giving it a soft squeeze. “You know I love you, right?”

I nodded, though the gesture felt hollow. “I love you too.”

The words were automatic now—reflexive. Like locking a door or checking the oven. I said them because I was supposed to. Because not saying them was dangerous.

The first time he hit me, I told myself it was a mistake. A flash of anger, a moment he couldn’t control. A misunderstanding.

The second time, I decided it was my fault. I’d pushed too hard, said the wrong thing, chosen the wrong moment.

By the third and fourth, my excuses began to fray. Each new bruise came wrapped in an apology and a vow to change—always tender, always temporary.

By the twentieth time, I’d stopped counting. I gave up the excuses and traded them in for acceptance instead. This was my life now. I just had to do better.

The rest of the drive passed in silence, broken only by the occasional clink of ice in Jackson’s glass and the low hum of the engine. I kept my gaze on the road ahead, watching the streetlights blur past the tinted windows like ghosts. My dress itched. The safety pins dug into my skin. I was sweating, but I didn’t dare move too much. Not now. Not with our carefully crafted illusion still intact.

The car eased to a stop, and Jackson reached over to tuck a curl behind my ear—one Anya had carefully arranged only hours ago. 

Sometimes, I didn’t know which was worse—that I fell in love with someone who hurt me, or that I hated myself for it. 
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The corporate parties I usually attended were held at the convention center downtown. But tonight was different. 

We pulled up to a private estate near Sunset Cliffs, string lights hanging from the trees. From the balcony, I could see the naval air base stretched along the palm-fringed coast of Coronado, clinging to the Pacific. Most guests would be awestruck by the house’s pristine Mediterranean Revival, its Spanish influences woven into every archway and tile. 

But I wasn’t impressed.

Once you’ve seen one mansion, you’ve seen them all.

The driver opened Jackson’s door first, of course. Then mine. I stepped out carefully this time, clutching my purse to hide the gaping zipper that still refused to close all the way.

Jackson adjusted his tie and offered me his arm. “Smile,” he said through his teeth, the corner of his mouth twitching. “You’re the luckiest woman here tonight.”

I slipped my hand into the crook of his elbow, painting on the smile he wanted.

With my arm draped around his, we made our way inside, greeted by a flurry of familiar faces and forced smiles.

“There he is!” a voice boomed above the chatter.

Stanley Greer—an oil executive with more hair on his face than his head, pushed his way through the crowd, a statuesque blonde draped over his arm like a designer handbag.

“Stan the Man,” Jackson drawled, flashing a polished grin. “You remember my lovely wife, Emily.”

“Of course!” Stanley barked, his mustache twitching with amusement. “How could I forget?”

Jackson’s eyes drifted to the woman at Stanley’s side. “And who’s this vision you’ve brought tonight?”

Stanley puffed up. “Allow me to introduce my wife, Natasha.”

Natasha offered a dazzling smile, her hand extending toward Jackson in a perfectly rehearsed gesture. Her nails were French-tipped and flawless, her ring so large it looked like it belonged in a museum, not on a finger.

“A pleasure,” she said in a syrupy accent I couldn’t quite place—somewhere between Moscow and Malibu.

“The pleasure’s mine,” he insisted, his grip loosening slightly at my waist.

She was Stanley’s fourth wife since I’d known him—each one following the same tired pattern. Young. Foreign. And short-lived.

Jackson smiled, but it wasn’t for Stanley. His gaze drifted lazily down Natasha’s frame, lingering a moment too long. Stanley didn’t notice. But I did.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” I lied, my voice cutting in sharply. 

Jackson cleared his throat. “Looks like quite the event,” he said, glancing past Stanley toward the crowd.

“Mostly the regulars,” Stanley grunted. “A few high-end investors and senior consultants thrown in for flair. I imagine you’ve met most of them, but a couple flew in from New York last night. I’m sure they’ll want a word before your trip.”

“You’re going to New York?” I asked, surprised. Jackson’s business trips were common, but rarely this unannounced.

“It came together last minute,” he said, not quite meeting my eye. “Wasn’t sure it would pan out.”

“Oh, it’s happening,” Stanley cut in with a grin. “The board’s chomping at the bit to hear your projections for next quarter. Formalities, really, but you know how they get when they feel ignored. High-maintenance bastards.”

Natasha laughed politely, the kind of laugh meant to fill space, not respond to humor. Jackson offered her another charming smile.

“How long will you be gone?” I asked, trying to sound casual but already mentally planning my freedom—no matter how temporary.

“About a month,” he said, glancing at me. “Maybe less.”

It would be the longest stretch he’d been gone since our wedding. A month where I could breathe a little easier. A month where I could sleep a little deeper.

“Sounds like a big opportunity,” I said.

“For the company,” Jackson replied, his tone smooth, and rehearsed. “Nothing’s set in stone, of course. Just a series of meetings.”

“High-stakes ones,” Stanley added, clapping him on the back. “Don’t let him downplay it. Jackson’s the golden boy right now. The board practically wets themselves when he walks in the room.”

Jackson laughed, humble but pleased. I’d heard that laugh before. I knew it well. It was the one he used when charm was currency.

“Do you travel often?” Natasha asked, her bright blue eyes locked on Jackson with unwavering interest.

“Often enough,” he said, letting his arm slide from my waist without a second thought. “Most of my work keeps me local, but I travel when the occasion calls for it.”

“How exciting!” she said, her smile wide and practiced. “This is my first time leaving Russia. I keep telling Stanley I want to see the world, but so far he only brings me here.”

Jackson turned to Stanley with mock disapproval. “You mean to tell me you haven’t taken your stunning wife on a proper honeymoon? Shame on you old man.”

“She’s free to travel as she pleases,” Stanley waved off as if the matter were beneath him.

“Well then, it’s settled,” Jackson announced with a grin. “Emily and I would be delighted to have you both join us on our next getaway.”

“We would?” The words slipping out before I could stop them.

Natasha turned to me, her expression perfectly blank. “I would love to accompany you and your. . . wife.” She let the word hang in the air like a challenge. “What was your name again?”

“Emily,” I said flatly.

“Emily,” she repeated slowly, like it didn’t sit well on her tongue.

If it didn’t hurt, I would have rolled my eyes. Whatever “vacation” Jackson had in mind, I knew damn well I wasn’t invited. At least not in any meaningful sense. And judging by the way the two of them were mentally undressing each other, Natasha didn’t seem too interested in quality time with her husband either.

“Excuse me,” I mumbled, swiping a flute of champagne off a passing servers tray as I stepped away.

Stanley might’ve been clueless, but I knew better. I’d been with Jackson long enough to recognize the signs. Suspecting what he did behind my back was one thing—seeing it unfold in front of me was something else entirely.

As I slipped out onto the stone patio, the sound of the party dulled behind me. The ocean stretched beyond the cliffs, dark and endless. The breeze tugged at the hem of my dress, teasing the pins holding it in place.

For a moment, I let myself pretend I was someone else. A woman with choices—with a future.

I stood there, staring out at the horizon as it faded into dusk, the sky swallowing the last traces of light.

“It’s breathtaking, isn’t it?” A man with a beer in his hand crept up behind me, his voice smooth. “Beautiful, and dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I asked, tilting my head.

He took a small step closer. “Absolutely. There’s an entire world beneath those waves, and we’ve barely explored half of it.”

I turned back to the ocean, watching as the water folded over itself in soft, rhythmic whispers.

“I’m Max, by the way. Max Meyers,” he said, extending a hand.

The name didn’t ring a bell, but I accepted the handshake carefully. “Emily. Emily Bishop.”

“Ah,” he grinned, “the big man’s wife.”

“You know my husband.” Of course he did. Everyone knew Jackson, and more importantly, what he was worth.

“Considering he’s looking to merge with my company, I’d say I’ve had the pleasure.” Max took a sip from his bottle, his dark hair stirring slightly in the breeze.

“You must be from New York then,” I mused, piecing things together.

“I’m from everywhere,” he smirked. “But yeah, our main offices are in Manhattan. That’s where I spend most of my time.”

I nodded, turning my gaze back to the waves. “Must be a nice change of pace, then. . . San Diego this time of year.”

“It has its charms,” he mused.

When I didn’t respond, he added, “Your husband and I were supposed to meet earlier this evening, but he canceled last minute. Something about entertaining potential investors.”

“Sounds about right,” I said, lifting the champagne to my lips. It was flat now, but I didn’t mind.

Max studied me for a moment, his eyes searching. Not in the way Jackson looked at people, as if deciding whether they were valuable, but like he was trying to see past the surface.

“He doesn’t strike me as the type to let things slip. Which makes me wonder what could be more important than a deal that size.”

I gave a dry laugh. “Probably someone younger. Or louder.”

He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t push. “You don’t seem particularly surprised.”

“I’m not,” I said simply, watching a wave crash hard against the rocks, then retreating into itself. “You get used to disappointment when you know where to look for it.”

Max was quiet for a moment. Then, gently asked, “And what are you looking for, Emily?”

I hesitated. No one had asked me that in a long time. Not without expecting something in return.

“Air,” I said finally. “Just a little space to breathe.”

He nodded like he understood, then took another pull from his beer. “Well, you picked the right spot for it.”

He was attractive in a quiet, understated way—with eyes like a shadowed moon and a boyish face. 

Behind us, the party continued through the French doors in a swirl of laughter and music, the energy clashing against the calm of the ocean breeze.

“What about you? Are you married?” I baited, softly.

Max shook his head, and a few strands of raven hair fell across his long lashes. “No wife. No kids, either,” he said. “And your infamous husband—where’s he hiding?”

“He’s. . . occupied at the moment,” I replied, the words tasting artificial. “Enjoying himself, I suppose.”

“I’ve never been one for these kinds of parties,” Max said, glancing toward the glow of the estate. “But I’ll admit, I am enjoying the view tonight.”

My cheeks flushed as I suddenly realized the precariousness of the situation. I shouldn’t be out here alone with this man—especially one Jackson intended to do business with. But there was something about the ease of it that sent a quiet thrill through me.

“Yes, well,” I said, raising the champagne to my lips. “It is a lovely night.”

I focused on the horizon—trying to ignore the sharp awareness prickling across my skin. Max’s attention was obvious, but what surprised me most was how much I didn’t mind it. A small voice in my head reminded me this was wrong, but it was drowned out by the ache of being noticed.

It was a rare thing, to be seen. To be more than Jackson’s wife, more than a well-dressed fixture meant to smile on cue. And besides, Max wasn’t just some stranger. He was part of Jackson’s world. A potential business partner. Wasn’t it wise to get to know the people my husband surrounded himself with?

Max must’ve sensed my hesitation. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice gentler now. “I didn’t mean to come on too strong. Most people at these things are too busy admiring themselves to hold a real conversation. But when I saw you out here, I figured you might be different.”

“You’re not being rude,” I said quickly. “I’m just not used to someone being so. . . direct.”

“You mean shameless,” he teased, flashing a grin, his white teeth stark against the shadows of his face.

I laughed, surprising even myself. It had been so long since something genuine slipped past my guard.

“Maybe a little shameless,” I admitted, lowering my glass. “But not in a bad way.”

Max leaned against the stone railing, the bottle dangling loosely from his fingers. “I figured if I only had time for one real conversation tonight, I’d rather it be with someone who looks like they don’t want to be here either.”

“That obvious, huh?”

Max shrugged. “Only a little.”

A salt-laced breeze swept over the ridgeline, sending a shiver up my spine.

“Here, take my jacket,” he said, already slipping out of his gray sports coat before I could protest. He draped it gently over my bare shoulders.

“Thanks,” I whispered, offering a small, uneven smile. The jacket was still warm from his body, and a familiar scent clung to the fabric—a cologne similar to Jackson’s. 

I should’ve stepped away, should’ve said something to break the moment. But I didn’t.

Our conversation had been harmless, but I knew better than to believe Jackson would see it that way. Being seen alone with Max, even in passing, was a risk.

“We should probably head back in,” I said, shifting uncomfortably under the weight of his coat.

Max gave me a slow, thoughtful smile. “Probably,” he agreed. “But I can’t say I’ve enjoyed anyone’s company this much all night.”

I hesitated. “That’s. . .” I searched for something neutral, something that wouldn’t lead us any further down this road. “Kind of you to say.” I slipped out of the coat and handed it back to him. “It was nice meeting you, Max.”

His smile fell as he took the jacket. “Likewise.”

The heat and hum of the party swallowed me the moment I stepped back inside. Laughter and music crashed over me like a wave as I scanned the room, my eyes darting through the blur of bodies and noise.

Jackson was sprawled comfortably on a velvet sofa, his arm draped around Natasha’s shoulders like it belonged there. She leaned in close, laughing at something he’d said. Across the room, Stanley was deep in conversation with two men in tailored suits, completely unaware—or unwilling to notice, his wife’s proximity to my husband.

Jackson stood abruptly when he saw me. “Emily,” he said, feigning concern, “where have you been? Are you alright?”

“Not really,” I confessed, my voice rigid. “I’m not feeling well. If it’s okay with you, I think I’d like to go home.”

His jaw flexed, and I could see it in his eyes—that familiar, distant glaze. Leaving early wasn’t an option. Not without a fight.

“There are plenty of beds upstairs. Why don’t you find one and lie down for a bit?”

“No, it’s fine,” I said, forcing a smile, my gaze flicking past him to Natasha. She offered me a sympathetic tilt of the head, but her eyes narrowed a second later—like she’d already written me off.

“You stay,” I added, each word laced with restraint. “I don’t want to ruin your evening.”

The lie stung as it left my mouth. But I knew better than to cause a scene, not here, not now.

“If you’re sure,” Jackson said, relief softening his features. He liked when I didn’t make things difficult. “I’ll have the car brought around.”

He leaned in and brushed a kiss across my cheek. I turned just enough for it to miss my skin, pretending I hadn’t.

The ride home passed in silence and shadows. The lights of the city blurred through the windows as tears slid down my face—quiet and unchecked. Not because of Natasha, or Jackson’s obvious wandering interest.

But because I no longer recognized the woman I’d become.

I used to have dreams, edge, fire. Now, all I had was silence.

And as the car wound through the hills toward the house I called home, I realized something far more painful than anger or heartbreak.

I hadn’t just lost myself. I’d surrendered.

Piece by piece. Smile by smile. Until there was nothing left but a name.

And even that was starting to feel like a stranger.
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