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The Night Before

Harper Wilson had been beautiful for so long that people forgot it could be exhausting.

By ten o’clock the apartment still smelled faintly like white roses from the engagement party her mother insisted on hosting three nights earlier. Half the arrangements were already dying in expensive crystal vases across the kitchen island. Harper related to them deeply. Outside the penthouse windows, Manhattan glittered cold and endless beneath winter rain. The city looked cinematic at night. Sharp edges softened by fog and reflections. Adrian stood near the stove, rolling the sleeves of his black dress shirt while pretending to cook pasta. Pretending because he’d checked the boiling water three times already like it might suddenly explain his life to him. Harper watched quietly from the kitchen counter, one leg tucked beneath her while sipping wine.

“You’re staring at me,” Adrian said without looking up.

“You’ve salted the water four separate times.”

“I’m layering flavor.”

“You’re committing sodium crimes.”

A faint smile tugged at his mouth. There he is. For a second, the tension in the apartment eased.

Adrian looked beautiful tonight in the polished, effortless way wealthy men always seemed to master. Dark hair slightly too long. Expensive watch. Sharp jaw softened by exhaustion beneath his eyes. To the outside world, Adrian Williamson looked like certainty. Stable, successful, and safe. The kind of man mothers bragged about securing for their daughters. Especially mothers like Vivian Wilson. Harper’s phone buzzed across the counter again.

MOM.

Adrian glanced toward it briefly.

“You gonna answer?”

Harper immediately groaned.

“Absolutely not.”

The phone buzzed again almost instantly. Then again. Adrian laughed softly under his breath.

“She’s excited.”

“She’s terrifying.”

“That too.”

Harper finally grabbed the phone before the vibrating physically launched it off the counter. Three unread texts waited.

Mom: 

>Make sure you wear the La Perla set tomorrow in case photographers are outside.

Mom: 

>And please sleep with a cold roller tonight. Your face looked puffy at dinner.

Mom:

>Call me.

Harper stared blankly at the screen. Adrian noticed immediately.

“What’d she say?”

Harper locked the phone again face down.

“Nothing.”

A lie. But a familiar one. Because explaining Vivian Wilson to people required emotional stamina Harper no longer possessed.

Her mother loved her fiercely. That was the complicated part. Vivian loved Harper the way people loved priceless things. Admiringly. Protectively. Conditionally. Harper’s beauty had always been treated like family currency. Something to maintain carefully. Something capable of opening doors if handled correctly. At twelve years old, Vivian started calling her “our little investment” as a joke. At sixteen, Harper learned how to survive on coffee and cucumber slices before castings. At twenty-three, after Harper landed her first international beauty campaign, Vivian cried harder than Harper did. Not from pride exactly. Relief. Because beauty had paid off.

“You know she means well,” Adrian said carefully.

Harper smiled faintly.

“Do I?”

Adrian hesitated slightly. That hesitation again. It was subtle but constant lately. Like part of him lived somewhere else entirely. Harper noticed it more and more these past few months. The distance. The distraction. The strange flickers of panic hidden beneath his otherwise controlled demeanor. Nothing dramatic. Just enough to make her feel like she kept reaching for him through glass.

“You okay?” she asked quietly.

Adrian looked up too quickly.

“Yeah. Why?”

There. That split-second delay.

Harper studied him carefully.

“You seem nervous.”

He laughed softly, turning back toward the stove immediately.

“I’m getting married in a few days. I think nervous is allowed.”

Fair. Reasonable answer. Still, something unsettled moved quietly through her chest anyway.

Adrian drained the pasta while Harper watched him move around the kitchen. They don’t live together yet; their jobs were very different, waking and leaving at different times. So that is something they would need to work out.  Everything about their life together looked stable from the outside. So why did it suddenly feel so fragile? Harper pushed the thought away immediately. Stress. Wedding stress. Career stress. Life stress. That’s all this was. Probably.

Adrian plated dinner carefully before carrying both bowls toward the table near the windows. Rain streaked softly down the glass behind him while the city glowed gold beneath storm clouds. Beautiful scene. Beautiful life. Harper should’ve felt lucky. Instead she felt tired in a way sleep couldn’t fix.

“You excited for tomorrow?” Adrian asked as he sat down.

“About trying on six hundred pounds of tulle under fluorescent lighting?”

“You cry at literally every wedding dress commercial.”

“That is emotional vulnerability.”

“That is instability.”

Harper laughed softly. God, she loved him. Or at least she thought she did. Maybe love wasn’t supposed to feel electric forever. Maybe adulthood just settled into comfort eventually. Wasn’t that what everyone said? Adrian smiled at her from across the table, but something about it looked strained tonight. Forced almost.

Harper frowned slightly.

“You sure you’re okay?”

His fork paused briefly. Then resumed.

“Why do you keep asking me that?”

Because you look like someone standing too close to the edge of something. But Harper couldn’t explain that without sounding insane. So instead she shrugged lightly.

“Gut feeling.”

Adrian leaned back in his chair slowly. Rain tapped softly against the windows around them. 

Then finally:

“I think I’m scared of disappointing people.”

The honesty startled her. Because Adrian rarely admitted fear out loud. Harper softened instantly.

“You’re not disappointing anyone.”

His eyes met hers then. Something complicated flickered across his face so quickly she almost missed it. Guilt. Raw enough to unsettle her immediately. Before Harper could speak again, Adrian stood abruptly.

“Dessert?”

That was strange. He hated dessert. Harper watched him move quickly toward the kitchen again. Deflecting. Definitely deflecting. A knot tightened quietly in her stomach.

“Adrian.”

He stopped without turning around. Harper hesitated. The question hovered there. Are you happy? Simple question. Terrifying answer.But before she could ask it, her phone rang again.

Mom. Of course.

Harper sighed dramatically before answering this time.

“Hello?”

“Finally,” Vivian snapped instantly. “I was beginning to think you’d died.”

“Little dramatic.”

“Did you steam the garment bag?”

Harper closed her eyes briefly.

“Mom—”

“And don’t let them put too much shimmer on your chest tomorrow. It photographs tacky.”

Adrian moved silently around the kitchen behind her while Vivian continued rapid-firing instructions. Hair appointment. Press speculation. Guest list adjustments. Harper stared out at the rain-covered skyline while her mother spoke. Somewhere along the line, her life stopped belonging entirely to her. It became something managed. Curated. Performed.

“You still there?” Vivian demanded.

“Mhm.”

“You should be excited,” her mother continued. “Women wait their entire lives for this kind of future.”

Harper looked toward Adrian instinctively. He stood with both hands gripping the kitchen counter tightly. Head lowered. Motionless. A strange chill moved through her suddenly. Not because of what Vivian said. Because Adrian looked like a man trying to survive something invisible.

“Harper?”

She blinked.

“Yeah. Sorry.”

Vivian sighed sharply.

“Honestly, sometimes I worry you don’t appreciate how fortunate you are.”

The statement landed harder than it should have. Fortunate. Beautiful fiancé. Successful career. Luxury apartment. Wedding features already scheduled in magazines. From the outside, Harper’s life looked like aspiration. So why did she suddenly feel like she was watching herself from far away?

“I have to go,” Harper said quietly.

Vivian sounded offended immediately.

“Don’t forget tomorrow matters.”

The call ended, and silence settled heavily afterward. Rain. Traffic below. The low hum of Manhattan through the glass. Adrian still hadn’t moved from the counter.

Harper stood slowly.

“Hey.”

He inhaled sharply before finally turning around. And for one brief terrifying second, he looked devastated. The expression vanished almost immediately. Replaced again by the polished composure everyone expected from him. But Harper saw it. Whatever lived underneath. Whatever he wasn’t saying. 

Adrian forced a smile.

“Come here.”

Harper crossed the kitchen slowly until his arms wrapped around her waist. His forehead rested lightly against hers.

“I love you,” he whispered.

The words sounded almost desperate. Harper’s chest tightened unexpectedly.

“I love you too.”

And she meant it. At least, she meant the version of him she thought she knew. Adrian held her tighter for one strange lingering second before kissing the top of her head gently.

Behind them, rain continued falling over Manhattan while somewhere deep beneath Harper’s ribs something quietly began to crack.
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The dress was too beautiful for this to be real. That was Harper Wilson’s first thought as the bridal consultant tightened the final row of pearl buttons down her spine.

Not: I’m getting married.

Not: This is the happiest day of my life. Just a strange, hollow certainty that something this beautiful had to belong to somebody else.

“Well,” the consultant breathed behind her, emotional in the way bridal consultants always seemed to be, “if he doesn’t cry, I’ll personally file for your divorce.”

Laughter rippled through the showroom. Harper smiled automatically because that was what people expected from women like her. Beautiful women were always expected to smile.

The boutique glowed around her in soft cream and gold with mirrors framed in champagne-colored trim, racks of silk and lace lined up like expensive ghosts. Somewhere near the front desk, champagne glasses clinked while Harper’s mother discussed flower arrangements with terrifying intensity. Everything smelled like roses and money. Harper stared at her reflection. She looked unreal. Copper-red hair tumbled down her bare shoulders in loose waves, impossible to tame even after an hour with a stylist. The ivory dress wrapped around her body like liquid silk, delicate lace climbing over pale skin scattered with freckles. Her green eyes looked almost glass-like beneath the warm showroom lights. She looked exactly like the kind of bride magazines put on covers.

Elegant. Radiant. Desired.

Empty.

“You okay?” her best friend, Nina, asked softly from the velvet seating area.

Harper blinked.

“Yeah,” she lied immediately.

Nina narrowed her eyes like she didn’t believe her for a second as Harper moved carefully toward the mirror pedestal, fingers brushing the fabric over her waist. The dress fit differently than it did three months ago. Not dramatically. Just enough that she’d noticed. Enough that other people had noticed too. Tiny comments. Industry comments. You look healthier. Maybe lay off the late-night takeout before the campaigns start again. Are we retaining water? Modeling translated cruelty into politeness better than any industry on earth.

“You’re thinking again,” Nina said.

“I always think.”

“That’s the problem.”

Harper huffed out a quiet laugh.

Across the showroom, her mother clasped her hands dramatically. “Oh my God, Harper, you look stunning.”

There it was again.

Stunning.

Beautiful.

Perfect. Words people had been handing her her entire life, like they were personality traits instead of observations. The consultant stepped beside her with a dreamy sigh. “Adrian is going to lose his mind when he sees you.”

At the mention of her fiancé, something strange twisted low in Harper’s stomach.

Not excitement.

Not nerves.

Something colder.

“He already saw the dress sketches,” Harper said absently.

“Not the same thing,” the consultant replied. “Men never expect the full effect.”

Harper smiled again because apparently that was all she did anymore. Smile. Pose. Perform.

Her phone buzzed on the side table beside the champagne glasses. Adrian. A warmth of relief flickered briefly through her chest before she answered.

“Hey.”

“Still alive in there?” Adrian asked.

His voice was familiar enough to calm her instantly—smooth, warm, practiced. The voice that had once made her feel chosen.

“We’re almost done.”

“Good. I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving.”

“That’s because, unlike you, Harper, I eat.”

The comment was light, teasing. Still, it landed badly. A pause stretched between them.

“You okay?” he asked finally.

That question again. She turned toward the mirror, staring at the woman standing inside it. Beautiful. Exhausted. Twenty-eight years old and suddenly terrified of her own life.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “Just tired.”

“You’ve been tired for months.”

Something about the way he said it made her chest tighten, and before she could answer, someone in the background called his name. A man’s voice. Deep. Familiar somehow.

Adrian covered the phone slightly.

“I have to go. Suit fitting nightmare.”

Harper frowned faintly. “I thought that was tomorrow.”

Silence.

Then: “No, today. Remember?”

Her stomach twisted again. Right. Maybe he had told her. Lately, everything felt slippery. Conversations. Dates. Sleep. Entire weeks disappearing into photoshoots and wedding planning and calorie counting and pretending she wasn’t unraveling.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“It’s okay.” His tone softened immediately. “I’ll see you tonight?”

“Yeah.”

“Love you.”

There was another pause.

Tiny. Almost invisible. Harper forced herself to smile anyway.

“Love you too.”

The call ended.

Nina was watching her carefully now.

“What?”

“You do that thing after you talk to him.”

“What thing?”

“You look sad.”

Harper laughed softly, but it sounded wrong even to her own ears.

“That’s dramatic.”

“Is it?”

Before Harper could answer, the consultant clapped excitedly.

“Oh, we have to get a few photos.”

Of course they did.

Harper turned back toward the mirror as cameras lifted around her. Her mother teared up instantly. The boutique staff fussed over the train. Nina mouthed “breathe” from across the room.

Flash.

Flash.

Flash. Harper lifted her chin automatically, instinct taking over. Every angle perfected after years in front of lenses. Nobody looking at her would’ve known she suddenly felt like she was watching someone else’s life happen from underwater.

By the time the fitting ended two hours later, Harper’s cheeks hurt from smiling. Rain had started outside, streaking against the city windows in silver lines. Nina hugged her tightly before leaving for dinner plans, and Harper promised she’d text later. She didn’t plan to. Her driver had just pulled away from the curb when Harper froze.

“My phone.”

The driver glanced up. “What?”

“I left my phone upstairs.”

She could picture it instantly—abandoned beside the champagne glasses in the bridal suite.

“Want me to circle back?”

“No, it’s fine. Adrian’s apartment is only a few blocks away.”

Because she’d stopped there before the fitting. Because lately her brain felt like static.

Harper pulled her coat tighter around herself and hurried through the rain toward Adrian’s building, heels clicking sharply against wet pavement. The doorman smiled the second he saw her.

“Ms. Wilson.”

“Hey, Carl.”

“The elevator’s acting up again.”

“Of course it is.”

She climbed the stairs to Adrian’s penthouse, breathing harder by the third floor. The hallway smelled faintly like expensive cologne and rain-soaked concrete. She reached his door and frowned.

Unlocked.

“Adrian?” she called as she stepped inside.

No answer.

The apartment lights were dim, the city skyline glowing through massive windows. Somewhere deeper inside, music played softly.

Then laughter drifted down the hallway.

A man’s laugh.

Low. Comfortable. Intimate.

Harper stilled. For a second, her brain tried to make it harmless. Friend. Coworker. Brother. Then Adrian laughed too.

Not his public laugh. Not the polished one he used at dinners and interviews.

This one was softer.

Real.

Something cold slid down Harper’s spine.

Slowly, she walked toward the bedroom.
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The hallway suddenly felt too narrow. Harper stopped just outside the bedroom doorway, her pulse loud enough to drown out the rain against the windows. The laughter inside softened into murmured voices. Then silence.

A slow, strange dread crawled through her body, instinct arriving seconds before understanding did. Every tiny thing from the past year seemed to rise at once: Adrian avoiding intimacy for weeks at a time, the unexplained distance, canceled wedding meetings, the way he always seemed relieved when she fell asleep early, and conversations that felt rehearsed instead of real. Still, her brain refused to connect the dots. Because there were some truths the human body rejected before the mind could survive them.

“Adrian?” she called again.

The bedroom went dead silent.

Not casual silence.

Caught silence.

Harper’s stomach dropped. Then Adrian appeared in the doorway.

Barefoot. White dress shirt, half unbuttoned. Expression stripped completely blank. For one suspended second, neither of them moved. Harper looked at him. Then past him. And the world quietly split open.

A man sat on the edge of Adrian’s bed, frozen mid-motion.

Dark hair. Bare chest. His belt hangs loose from one hand. The silk sheets were twisted around both of them.

Harper blinked once.

Twice.

Nothing inside her reacted correctly.

No screaming. No crying. No rage.

Just absence, as someone had reached into her chest and unplugged every emotional wire all at once. The stranger stood abruptly. “I should—”

Adrian moved instantly. “Wait—”

“No,” Harper said softly.

Both men looked at her.

Her voice sounded distant. Almost polite.

“It’s okay.”

It wasn’t okay. But the sentence escaped anyway. The stranger looked mortified now, eyes darting between them as if he’d accidentally walked into traffic.

“I didn’t know,” he said quickly.

Harper frowned faintly.

“You didn’t know what?”

“That he was engaged.”

The room tilted slightly. Adrian swore under his breath. “Ethan—”

“What?” the man snapped suddenly, embarrassment turning sharp. “You told me the wedding was basically a business arrangement.”

Harper stared at Adrian, and something inside her finally cracked enough to let feeling through.

Not heartbreak yet.

Humiliation. Small, precise, deadly humiliation.

Adrian stepped toward her carefully, like she might shatter if he moved too fast. “Harper, please just let me explain.”

Ethan grabbed his shirt from the floor with visible panic.

“I’m leaving.”

Nobody stopped him. The silence after the apartment door slammed felt enormous. Rain battered the windows harder now, thunder rolling somewhere over Manhattan. Harper still hadn’t moved from the doorway.

Adrian looked terrified.

Not guilty.

Terrified.

That realization hurt worse than she expected. Because it meant he’d been afraid of this moment for a very long time.

“Say something,” he whispered.

Harper looked around the bedroom mechanically.

Their bedroom.

Well.

Not technically.

She’d never officially moved in because Adrian insisted they should wait until after the wedding.

Funny.

There were candles still sitting on the dresser from last weekend. One of Harper’s sweaters draped over the chair in the corner. Her skincare products lined up beside his expensive cologne. Pieces of her everywhere. Like she’d been slowly decorating a life that didn’t belong to her.

“How long?” she asked quietly.

Adrian closed his eyes briefly.

“Harper—”

“How long?”

His silence answered before he did. Something hot climbed into her throat.

“Years?” she guessed.

He looked away. That was answer enough too. The room became frighteningly still. Harper felt herself detach from her own body, like she was floating just slightly outside it now.

“That’s why,” she said faintly.

Adrian frowned. “What?”

“You never wanted to set a wedding date until my manager pushed for it publicly.” Her voice sharpened with every sentence. “That’s why you hated engagement photos. That’s why every time I talked about kids, you looked like you wanted to die.”

“Stop.”

“But you still proposed.”

His face twisted.

“You think this was easy for me?”

Harper actually laughed then. A small, breathless sound that frightened both of them.

Easy.

Right.

Of course, this was hard for him. He was only the one cheating on his fiancée while she spent a year planning a wedding.

Adrian ran both hands through his hair, pacing now. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“You accidentally fell into another man?”

“Jesus Christ, Harper.”

“No, explain it to me.” Her voice stayed eerily calm. “Because I genuinely want to understand what part of this was the mistake. The cheating? The lying? Or asking me to marry you while knowing this entire relationship was built on bullshit?”

“I love you.”

The words hit the floor between them like broken glass. Harper stared at him. And somehow that was the worst part. Because he meant it. In his own damaged, terrified way, Adrian genuinely loved her. Which made everything infinitely sadder.

“You’re bisexual?” she asked finally.

Adrian swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“And you never thought that was information I deserved?”

“I was scared.”

“Of me?”

“No—of everyone.” His voice cracked suddenly. “My parents. My career. The press. You know what my family’s like.”

Harper did know. Old money. Political connections. Image obsessed. Adrian had spent his entire life being shaped into something acceptable. Perfect schools. Perfect suits. Perfect girlfriend. Perfect future wife.

A horrible understanding began unfolding inside her. She had never been chosen because Adrian couldn’t love men. She’d been chosen because loving her was easier.

Tears finally burned behind her eyes.

Not because he was bisexual.

Not because another man had touched him.

But because she suddenly realized she’d spent four years being someone’s camouflage.

“I would’ve stayed,” she whispered before she could stop herself.

Adrian froze.

Harper laughed bitterly at her own honesty. “That’s the pathetic part, isn’t it?”

“Harper—”

“If you’d told me the truth, I would’ve stayed.”

And she hated that it was true. Because she loved him. Or at least the version of him she’d been allowed to know. Adrian crossed the room quickly and then reaching for her hands. “I do love you.”

She let him hold them for exactly three seconds before gently pulling away. His face crumpled. For the first time all night, Harper finally looked angry.

Not explosive anger.

Something quieter.

More devastating.

“You let me plan a wedding,” she said softly. “You let me try on dresses today.”

Adrian looked like he’d been slapped.

“I know.”

“I was picking flower arrangements while you were here with someone else.”

“I know.”

“You watched me build an entire future around you.”

His eyes filled instantly. “Please stop.”

But Harper couldn’t. Because now that the shock was wearing off, the grief underneath it was endless. Every memory was changing shape in real time. Every kiss. Every holiday. Every “I love you.” Every moment, she’d mistaken distance for stress instead of truth.

“How many?” she asked.

Adrian went pale.

Her stomach lurched violently.

“Oh my God.”

“It wasn’t serious.”

The sentence echoed through the room. Harper stared at him for a long moment. Then something inside her finally died.

Not loudly.

Not dramatically.

Just a quiet extinguishing. Like the last light going out in an empty building. She nodded once. Slowly.

Then she reached for her left hand. Adrian’s breathing turned uneven immediately. “Harper…”

The diamond caught the dim apartment light as she slid the engagement ring from her finger. A ring he’d spent six months designing. A ring featured in magazines. A ring worth more than her first apartment. It suddenly felt cheap.

Harper stepped forward and placed it carefully on the dresser beside the tangled sheets. Neither of them spoke.

Rain hammered the windows. Somewhere in the 
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By the middle of the week, Harper was still not sleeping. Just the night before, Harper slept for exactly forty-three minutes.

Not consecutively.

In fragments.

Small unconscious crashes between staring at the ceiling and trying not to throw up. By six in the morning, gray light leaked through the apartment windows, turning everything colorless. Her wedding planner had already called three times. Her mother: eight. Adrian: fourteen.

Harper sat motionless on the kitchen floor in an oversized sweatshirt with smudged mascara still under her eyes and her dead phone charging beside her like a bomb waiting to detonate. Milo, her elderly golden retriever, lifted his graying head from his dog bed and watched her carefully.

“You ever get so embarrassed you wanna evaporate?” she asked him softly.

Milo sneezed.

“Yeah,” Harper whispered. “Same.”

Her phone buzzed violently the second it powered back on.

Messages flooded instantly.

Nina

> ARE YOU OKAY

Mom

> Call me immediately.

Unknown Number?

>Daily Frontline wants you to comment on postponement rumors.

Adrian

>Please let me explain this properly.

Adrian

>Harper, please.

Mom

>What did you do? That one hurt more than it should have.

Harper stared at the screen until the words blurred together.

Then Instagram notifications began stacking so quickly that the phone physically vibrated against the hardwood.

Tagged photos. Comments. Mentions. Something cold settled in her stomach. Slowly, Harper opened social media. And watched her life become content.




* * *




The first article had been posted only forty minutes earlier.

MODEL HARPER WILSON LEAVES BRIDAL FITTING IN TEARS

There was a blurry paparazzi photo attached—Harper exiting the boutique in the rain, mascara smeared slightly beneath her eyes.

Another headline appeared underneath it.

TROUBLE IN PARADISE? SOURCES CLAIM SOCIETY COUPLE CALLS OFF WEDDING

Then another.

HARPER WILSON SPOTTED WITHOUT ENGAGEMENT RING

The comments were worse.

> Knew he’d never marry her.

> Ozempic stopped working?

> She looks different lately.

> Career downfall incoming.

> Men always cheat on redheads.




Harper stared numbly at the screen. It escalated by the minute. TikTok clips. Fashion commentary accounts. Blind item pages. People dissected her body with surgical precision. Her face looked fuller. Her hips softer. Her collarbones are less sharp than they were six months ago. To normal people, she still looked stunning. To the modeling industry, she looked risky. The worst part wasn’t the cruelty. It was how familiar it felt. 

She tossed the phone across the couch hard enough that Milo startled awake.

“Sorry,” she whispered instantly.

The dog padded over slowly, joints stiff with age, and rested his head against her knee. Harper buried both hands in his fur and finally let herself cry.

Not elegant tears.

Not cinematic heartbreak.

Ugly, choking grief that made her entire chest ache. Because somewhere beneath the humiliation and betrayal was an even uglier truth, Part of her still wanted Adrian to call and tell her she misunderstood everything. That was the most humiliating part of all.

—

By noon, her publicist had arrived at the apartment with iced coffee and the expression of someone approaching a hostage negotiation. Denise never looked disheveled. Today, she looked close.

“Well,” Denise sighed carefully, setting her designer bag down. “This is catastrophic.”

Harper barked out a laugh from beneath the blanket cocoon on her couch.

“Good morning to you, too.”

Denise winced. “Sorry. Bad phrasing.” 

“No, catastrophic feels accurate.”

The TV mounted across the living room silently replayed entertainment coverage. Photos of Harper and Adrian rotated across the screen like a memorial slideshow.

IT COUPLE NO MORE?

Jesus Christ. Harper dragged a hand down her face.

Denise sat beside her carefully. “Have you spoken to Adrian?”

“No.”

“You should probably keep it that way for now.”

“Trust me. Easy plan.”

Denise hesitated.

That hesitation alone made Harper’s stomach tighten.

“What?”

“The internet is speculating.”

Harper laughed hollowly. “Wow. The internet? Speculating? Insane.”

“Harper.” Something in Denise’s tone made her finally look up. “They think he cheated.”

Well.

Technically.

Harper stared blankly ahead.

“And?” she asked quietly.

Denise exhaled slowly. “There are also rumors about substance abuse, mental instability, eating disorders, nervous breakdowns—”

“Oh good. We’re hitting all the classics.”

“And…” Denise paused again. “Some blogs are saying your recent weight gain may have caused relationship problems.”

Silence.

Harper actually felt something inside her physically recoil. Not because the statement was shocking. Because it wasn’t. This was the industry. Women became public property the second they were photographed enough times. Her body never belonged to her anymore. It belonged to public opinion.

“She gained maybe fifteen pounds,” one casting director had whispered last month outside a runway fitting, apparently forgetting Harper was standing directly behind him. Fifteen pounds. As if that erased years of success.

Harper suddenly stood from the couch so quickly that Milo whined softly.

“I can’t do this today.”

“Unfortunately,” Denise said gently, “today is exactly when we have to do this.”

Harper closed her eyes. Right. Because the machine never stopped. Not for grief. Not for humiliation. Not even for heartbreak. Her phone rang again. This time, the caller ID made her freeze.

Aster Models. Her agency.

Denise noticed immediately.

“Oh no.”

Harper answered anyway.

“Hi, Rebecca.”

The voice on the other end was painfully polished.

“Harper, sweetheart.”

That tone.

Corporate sympathy.

Harper already knew.

“We’ve all just been so concerned,” Rebecca continued smoothly. “This has clearly been an emotional time for you.”

Translation: You look unstable. Harper leaned against the kitchen counter hard enough that her knuckles whitened.

“I’m fine.”

“Of course. And we fully support you taking time to focus on yourself right now.”

There it was. The kill shot arriving in soft packaging.

Harper laughed once under her breath. “You’re pausing my contract.”

“Temporarily.”

Lie.

She knew it. Rebecca knew it. Denise knew it from across the room. Aster Models did not “pause” girls.

They replaced them.

Quickly.

Efficiently.

Cruelly.

“We just feel,” Rebecca continued carefully, “that recent events may have affected your public marketability.”

Marketability. Such a clean word for something so brutal. Harper’s throat tightened. Not because she loved modeling. But because she’d built her entire life around surviving it. Every skipped meal. Every impossible standard. Every photo-shopped version of herself staring down from billboards. And now they were discarding her during the first moment she became inconveniently human.

“I understand,” Harper said quietly.

Rebecca sounded relieved she wasn’t fighting.

“We absolutely adore you, Harper.”

Another lie.

People adored profitable versions of women. Not broken ones. 

The call ended three minutes later. Harper kept staring at the black screen afterward. Denise approached slowly. “What’d they say?”

Harper swallowed hard.

“That they hope I take care of myself.”

Denise closed her eyes briefly. Which somehow confirmed everything worse than words could. Harper laughed again, but it sounded jagged this time.

“So that’s it?”

“No—”

“I get cheated on and publicly humiliated, and suddenly I’m too fat to work?”

“Harper—”

“I gained twelve pounds.”

The room went silent. Because they both knew exactly how much.

Models always knew exactly how much. Harper pressed shaking fingers against her mouth.

“I gave that agency six years.”

Denise stepped forward carefully. “This industry is vicious. You know that.”

“I know.”

But knowing didn’t stop it from hurting.

Milo wandered over again, pressing against Harper’s legs like he sensed the fracture happening in real time. Harper crouched slowly beside him, burying her face against his neck. The golden fur smelled like home.

Safety.

Childhood.

Unconditional love. And suddenly Harper realized with terrifying clarity that Milo was the only thing in her life that had ever loved her without conditions attached. Not beauty. Not usefulness. Not perfection. Just her. The realization shattered something inside her completely.

By evening, #HarperWilson was trending nationwide.

By midnight, people online had already decided exactly who she was:

Dumped fiancée.

Unstable model.

Fading beauty.

Public spectacle. And somewhere beneath the noise, Harper sat on her kitchen floor with her old dog asleep beside her and realized her entire life had collapsed in less than 72 hours.
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