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About this Book

Faith, fame, and family collide as a Christian music power couple hides a secret discord.

Ezra Falconer’s career with his brothers’ band always took center stage while his shy wife Martha was content to play a supporting role in the background. That all changed when Martha’s hidden talent was discovered and she became a breakout star. Shedding her frumpy image, her old-timey name, and 100 extra pounds, she transformed into the sultry and sophisticated “Morgan.”

Ezra, grappling with his own career setbacks, struggles to reconcile the confident superstar with the unassuming woman he married.

Martha returns from a sell-out international tour to a marriage on shaky ground. Unprepared for the pressures of fame, she navigates new opportunities that threaten to pull her and her husband even further apart.

As they hide their crumbling marriage from family, friends and fans, Ezra and Martha are asked to collaborate on a charity album, forcing them to confront the growing silence between them. How can they rediscover harmony while they’re singing in different keys?


Chapter One

EVERY WORD OF EZRA Falconer’s best man speech was a masterclass in hypocrisy. But he needed to sell this nonsense, starting with “true love” and ending with “happily ever after”. The groom, his younger brother Levi, was counting on him.

So, Ezra pasted on a smile and forced himself to maintain eye contact with the wedding guests gathered on the grounds of Falconhurst, the family estate in Surrey. “Ladies and gentlemen, today we celebrate a journey of love that began in the most unexpected way.”

The marquee tent overflowed with cream roses and baby’s breath, their perfume competing with the scent of lavender that drifted in from the gardens. Every lungful of that familiar fragrance—his wife Martha’s favorite—twisted the knife deeper, underscoring the sham of him standing here, saying these empty words.

“Marriage often begins like a sailing trip into calm seas.”

His rehearsed speech felt stale and lifeless on his tongue. Here he was, the supposed family expert on marriage, dispensing wisdom while his own wife was goodness knew where.

He’d told her it was a mistake to squeeze in that last concert appearance. Known that it would make it tricky for her to get back to England in time for Levi’s wedding. But Martha—or Morgan, as she called herself now—always gave her best to her fans. Her husband was left to pick up whatever crumbs he could scavenge.

“In marriage, we commit to supporting each other’s dreams, cheering each other on, whether you’re home or traveling the world. It’s about love that stretches across continents and comes back stronger.” Had he actually written this drivel? He gave his phone a double take. What on earth had he been thinking?

His wife, England’s fastest-rising music sensation, was following her dreams. Her extended tour had lasted close to three years now, leading to a patchwork marriage made up of her occasional month-long visits home, his trips abroad when their schedules allowed, and stolen weekends between shows. But even those precious moments together couldn't prevent the gradual toll of separation.

And now, they’d been apart for their longest stretch yet. Nine months. Nine months of screens, strained conversations, and silences that stretched across continents. Nine months of explaining her absence to family and friends. Nine months of telling himself that this was just a rough patch… and not the new normal.

He glanced at his brother Levi, who beamed at his beautiful new bride, Adria. Their three-year-old son wriggled happily beside Ezra’s mother at the head table. Their journey might have begun in an unorthodox way, but they looked like the perfect family now—everything Ezra’s own marriage failed to be.

“What starts as smooth sailing can turn stormy before you know it.”

Wait, what?

Ezra paused, catching himself. He’d gone off script. Time to reel it back in.

“The key is weathering those storms together.”

He wasn’t even halfway through his prepared speech, but he needed to wind it up before any more of his bitter thoughts could leak out of his mouth.

He stuck his phone into his pocket and raised a glass of sparkling grape juice. “To Levi and Adria.”

The guests echoed his toast, and Ezra sank into his chair. Maintaining this everything’s-fine mask was exhausting.

Mum squeezed his arm. “Lovely speech, dear. It’s such a shame Martha couldn’t make it. It’s been a fairytale wedding.”

“I’m sure she really wanted to be here.” His words were so practiced they’d lost all meaning. Like bubblegum chewed over until it was completely flavorless. “You know what it’s like being on tour.”

The master of ceremonies announced the bride’s speech and Ezra forced his attention back to the present as Adria stood, microphone trembling in her hand. So, she’d held her nerve and decided to give a speech after all. Good on her for getting past her fear of speaking in public.

“Hi, everyone,” she said, a tremor in her soft voice. “Thanks so much for coming here today to celebrate with Levi and me. When I—”

A commotion at the back of the tent dragged Ezra’s gaze away from his sister-in-law.

Two men wearing designer suits, who looked as if they bench-pressed cars for fun, cleared a path between the guests with practiced efficiency.

Ezra’s heart stuttered. He knew those movements—personal protection officers.

Then she appeared.

Martha glided through the parted crowd. She wore an exquisite lilac dress that barely reached mid-thigh, her new body lean and elegant where soft curves used to be. Nine months had transformed the pleasantly fluffy woman who lived in turtlenecks and floor-length skirts into this elegant lissome vision who commanded attention with every step.

Blood rushed to Ezra’s face, roared in his ears.

Gasps rippled through the guests as phones appeared like magic, lifting to capture England’s newest star.

At the microphone, the bride’s voice faltered. “Um—thank you.” She put the mic down and shuffled back to her seat.

Her speech hadn’t even lasted twenty words.

A smattering of applause spread across the few guests who weren’t staring at Martha.

She drew attention like a magnet in a field of iron filings, pulling every gaze irresistibly toward herself.

Ezra rose, his feet carrying him forward before his brain could catch up.

When he was a few steps away, her gaze swept upward and met his.

Her brown eyes were still the same. So was her dewy skin, the color of burnished mahogany, and her exquisite, generous lips. But the soft, abundant curves that used to fill his arms were gone. Her new body was lean and supple, dwarfed by the hulking frames of the PPOs who sat on either side of her. What would it be like to hold her now?

As Ezra drew closer, one arm half stretched out, the bodyguards jumped to their feet, their bulk forming a barrier between him and his wife.

The man on the right, a mountain with a shaved head and a square jaw, held up a ham-sized hand. “Sir, kindly don’t come any closer.”

Martha stood, glancing at the PPO. “It’s okay, Ray. This is my husband.”

Ray looked Ezra up and down, as though weighing whether to obey Martha or snap Ezra like a twig.

Martha spoke again. “Actually, guys, why don’t you take a break? Grab some food. This place is safe. I’m sure no one’s going to bother me here.”

Ezra stepped closer as the PPOs left. “You made it. I thought you weren’t coming.”

“It’s Levi’s wedding. Of course I’d do everything I could to come,” she said, her voice steady but her gaze searching his face for something—he didn’t know what. She hesitated, her poise momentarily faltering. “You look well.”

“Thanks. So do you.” She looked more than well. She looked stunning. The kind of beauty that caused men to rubberneck and trip over their own feet. Especially with a dress which exposed her long, toned legs.

A guest approached, phone extended. “Excuse me, Morgan? Could I get a picture?”

Just like that, Martha’s expression shifted into her public persona, bright and magnetic. She stepped around Ezra to pose for photos, and the crowd around her swelled.

By the cake, the bride and groom stood forgotten by half their guests.

Ezra watched as Martha raised a hand to brush a lock of black hair off her face, the gesture drawing his gaze to her bare ring finger. When had she stopped wearing her wedding band? Before or after their last fight, when she’d hung up on him?


Chapter Two

MARTHA HAD STOPPED KEEPING track of numbers after the tenth wedding guest asked her for a selfie. It was all very polite and civilized. Not like the chaotic scenes after some of her shows.

At some point—she didn’t notice when—Ezra slipped away. Through gaps in the mingling guests, she saw him at a table at the far end of the marquee, staring into a glass. She’d done her best to steel herself for seeing him again, but clearly her preparations hadn’t been enough.

Had he wanted to hug her just before Ray stopped him? She’d sensed it. Braced herself for it. Wanted it. But the moment was gone. Is this what their marriage had come to? When after nine months apart, they couldn’t even greet each other with an embrace? Part of her wanted him to hold her. But another part was relieved that he hadn’t tried.

Were the whispers she’d heard true? Her fingers curled into a fist. No. She would not let her mind go there. Listening to rumors never ended well. Especially when they were about her husband.

Still, through long-ingrained habit, she scanned the crowd, dreading the sight of an all-too-familiar figure—the tall, elegant, aristocratic woman who used to be ever-present wherever Ezra was, whose very existence was a shadow over Martha’s marriage. She let out a slow breath. Good. She wasn’t here.

Her throat ached as her gaze went back to her husband. There were few gatherings where Ezra Falconer would not be the best-looking man in the room. As always, his dark brown hair and designer beard were impeccably groomed. His thick eyebrows framed the deep-set blue eyes that had first drawn her in. She’d always been afraid he was too handsome for her, certain that people looked at them together and wondered why a man like him was with someone like her.

Now those old insecurities crept back, sharper than ever. Every conversation they’d attempted over the past few months seemed to be laced with barbs. And, despite wanting desperately to fix things, she couldn’t figure out how to break the cycle. The last time they’d talked, she’d hung up on him—a childish reaction she regretted the moment she did it. No wonder he kept his distance now.

“Martha, sweetheart, it’s so good to see you!”

She spun to face Beth, her mother-in-law. The older woman’s blonde hair had more silver in it than Martha remembered, and her kind face was lovelier than ever, even with its new laugh lines. A little curly-haired boy stood at her side.

Beth pulled her into a long, tight hug.

Martha leaned into it, surprised by the sudden sting of tears. She should have made more of an effort to be in touch, especially since everything the family had been through with Beth’s now-incarcerated husband. But her mother-in-law’s embrace held no reproach, only welcome.

“I thought you weren’t going to make it,” Beth said. “I guess Ezra was tamping down our expectations so we wouldn’t be disappointed. And you’re so tiny! Aren’t they feeding you out on tour? Oh! I’d better introduce my date.”

She beamed at the little tawny-skinned boy. “Owen, this is your Aunt Martha. Will you say hi?”

The child raised a solemn, brown-eyed gaze to Martha’s face. “Hi, Auntie Martha.”

He pronounced it “Marfa.” Her heart squeezed.

This must be Levi’s son. Levi had asked her to come for his second birthday party last year, but she’d canceled at the last minute when she’d agreed to extend her southeast Asia tour. Ezra had not been happy about that.

She crouched to Owen’s level. He’d grown so much from the last photos she’d seen. “Hi, Owen.”

His serious little face and big brown eyes made her chest ache over all the milestones and little moments she’d missed and how she was a complete stranger to her nephew. Beth’s texts were full of this adorable boy—his new words and toddler chatter, trips they’d taken together—messages Martha read between concerts, meaning to respond but somehow never finding the right moment.

Owen shuffled closer to Beth’s legs, but kept watching with the frank curiosity only a child could get away with. For a fleeting moment, Martha imagined a little boy with Ezra’s eyes looking at her that way, with skin the perfect blend between her complexion and his. The image pinched her heart.

“I like your bow tie,” she said. “It makes you look like a very big boy.” That earned her a tiny, shy smile, and oh—there was Levi in that expression.

She glanced up at Beth. “He looks like his mum, but that smile is pure Levi.”

Beth laughed. “You see it too? So, how are you? It’s been way too long.”

Martha’s conscience clobbered her again as she stood, reproaching her for how she’d let communication lapse with Beth. “You know how it is. It’s been pretty crazy.”

“I can imagine. I hope you’re going to stay for a while this time. We have so much catching up to do.”

“I’ll need to talk to my manager, but we agreed that the team is overdue for an extended break.”

“And I’m sure you need one, too.” Beth squeezed Martha’s arm. “I’ve been following your career. You’ve done so well. But it must be hard to keep up that pace of back-to-back performances.”

It was. Not to mention recording and releasing an album every year for the past three years. She was physically drained—she hadn’t realized just how much until the flight home. But even though her body cried out for rest, her heart knew that rest was far away. Not with things the way they were with Ezra.

Her gaze homed in on him. He was talking with Zach, his elder brother. Both of them wore dove gray suits, identical to Levi’s. Of course, they were their little brother’s groomsmen.

Eden Chaplin approached with a slice of wedding cake. As the pastor’s wife at Grace Community Church, Hatbrook, where all the Falconers worshiped, she’d always been close to the family. She was stunning in a floor-length teal dress, her long, dark hair cascading over one shoulder. A warm smile lit up her face.

Balancing the plate with one hand, she hugged Martha with her free arm. “It’s so good to see you. You look amazing!”

Martha smiled back. Here was another friend with whom she’d lost touch. Although, to be fair, Eden did try her best to send texts on messenger apps. Martha was the one who was rubbish at staying in contact.

Eden still emailed Bible verses and weekly devotions from the church women’s group. But Martha quickly scrolled past them these days, not wanting to examine too closely why they made her uncomfortable. Her life nowadays looked nothing like when she was a model member of the women’s fellowship.

She pushed the thought away, keeping her voice light. “You look wonderful as well. Maid of honor, right?”

“Yes. You haven’t met Adria yet, have you?”

Martha shook her head. Another sign of the growing disconnect between her and her family. During the time she’d been away, Levi had fathered a child, fallen in love, and gotten married. Apparently, in that order. She made one brief visit back to England about a year ago, but Levi and his now-bride had been abroad at the time.

She felt like an outsider, and it was nobody’s fault but hers.

Eden said, “She’s such a lovely girl. I think you’ll like her. Will you be able to stay awhile, or do you have another trip planned soon?”

Martha repeated the answer she’d just given Beth. “Nothing immediately planned, but I don’t expect my manager to allow me to get too idle. He has a few irons in the fire he wants to talk through within the next couple of days. But the tour crew needed some time off.”

“And I’m sure Ezra will be glad you’ve got time off as well,” Eden said.

Her words hung in the air a fraction of a second too long, before Martha said, “Yes, of course.”

Again, her gaze sought him out. Did Eden think it was weird that Ezra chatted with his brother instead of being glued to her side? If she did, her face didn’t show it.

Eden and her husband, Pastor Noah, weren’t much older than Ezra and Martha. Seen from the outside, Eden and Noah’s marriage looked perfect. Together, they were the heartbeat of Grace Community Church. Did that golden couple ever have doubts? Quiet moments of despair about their relationship? Cracks that they hid from a watching world?

Martha changed the subject to Eden herself, her little girl, and the latest happenings in the church.

Soon, Eden left to resume her maid of honor duties, and Martha carried on with surface chatter with a group of people she knew slightly from church.

The party wound down and Martha’s face was as sore from all the polite smiling as her feet were from her Louboutins.

Ezra appeared at her side, towering over her despite her four-inch heels. “I’m thinking of going home soon.” His voice sounded uncertain. “I’m not sure whether… are you coming home?” The question seemed to cost him something—his shoulders tensed, as if bracing for a response he didn’t want to hear.

It stung that he even thought he had to ask that question. “Of course I’m coming home. Why would you ask that?”

His jaw stiffened. “I didn’t want to assume anything about your plans, since I usually get it wrong. I don’t even know when you arrived in the country.”

Martha’s manicured nails bit into her palms. How had they ended up here? She and her husband had spent the entire evening at this reception in the same space for once, after months apart, yet somehow avoided any real conversation.

For the second time that evening, tears stung her eyes. This was their reality now—this careful dancing around each other, failing in even the most basic communication. When had they stopped being the couple who shared everything? Who couldn’t wait to tell each other about their day?

She took a deep breath, willing her lips to stop trembling. “I changed my schedule so I could make it back for Levi’s wedding. My flight landed at Gatwick this afternoon. My PA went home with my luggage while I came straight here. She’s probably still there unpacking and sorting out other things. I tried to let you know I was coming. Jane said she’d email my itinerary to you.”

His expression softened. “Maybe she did. It’s been a busy day, and I haven’t checked my messages.” He reached for the knot in his tie, loosening it with a finger. “I’ll head back home, then. Will you come with me? Or maybe you already have a ride arranged?”

She glanced at her PPOs, Ray and Marcus. Ray doubled as her chauffeur, and the original plan had been for him to drive her home. But something in Ezra’s face made her know she had to change the plan.

“I’ll come with you. Could you give me a couple of minutes?”

“Sure.”

Ray and Marcus walked to her at her signal, and she spoke to them both. “Guys, I’ll be going home with my husband.”

She caught the appraising glances that passed between her bodyguards and Ezra.

Ray said, “Okay, Mrs. Falconer. We’ll follow you if you’ll let us know which vehicle you’ll be riding in.”

“A silver Audi. I don’t remember the license plate.” She turned toward Ezra.

“Actually, I have a black Tesla now. Number plate is SNGWRTR1.”

Martha’s face burned. She hadn’t even known that her husband had a new car.

Ezra said, “I’m parked at the front of the house, so it should be easy to spot when we leave.”

“Yes, sir,” Ray said, and the PPOs headed across the wide green space.

Ezra turned toward her. “Do you need to say bye to anyone?”

Before she could answer, Beth came up to them. “I’m so sorry I disappeared. I’ve been putting Owen down. He’ll stay with me while Adria and Levi are on their honeymoon. Are you two leaving already?”

Ezra nodded. “Yes, we were on our way out.”

“Oh. Well, Martha, I hope we’ll have a proper catching up soon.”

“Me, too,” Martha said.

“Don’t worry, I won’t call too soon. I know you’ll need some time and space.” Beth reached out and hugged Martha, whispering into her ear. “He’s missed you a lot. Been going around lately like a bear with a sore head.”

The blood rushed to Martha’s face as she fumbled for an answer. None came to her, so she stepped back, fidgeting with her purse.

Ezra hugged his mother. “Talk to you soon.”

He fell into step beside Martha as they walked in the direction of the circular driveway. His tall frame had once made her feel safe and protected—like nothing could harm her when he was near. Now that same presence only reminded her of the space between them, heavy with words they couldn’t seem to voice.

She crossed her arms tightly, nodding a greeting toward some guests as she and Ezra walked in silence.

“I’m glad for Levi,” she said, finally. “He and Adria seemed really happy.”

“I’m sure they are. They’ve been through a lot.”

The lights of a black Tesla Model S flashed on, and Ezra opened the door on the passenger side.

Martha slid inside, the tension in her body defying the luxurious seats.

Ezra started the engine. Glancing at her, he said, “I noticed you’re not wearing your wedding ring. Am I supposed to read anything into that?” His voice was carefully controlled, but he held the steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip.

Martha stared at her bare ring finger. “What? No, of course not. There’s nothing to read into. Why would you think that? I lost it and haven’t had a chance to replace it yet.”

The car glided down the long driveway, slowing as the gates swung open.

Ezra shrugged. “Why would I think that? Maybe because we’ve not seen each other in months, and communication hasn’t exactly been great.” His tone, although quiet, hinted at things she’d rather not grapple with right now.

Anger flashed within her. He was the one who’d refused to travel and meet her on tour since her record label started leaning heavily into her new branding. Over the last year, Harmony Records had reinvented her from a soulful singer of emotional ballads into a sultry, chart-topping pop sensation. But as the label rolled out the provocative photoshoots, the revealing outfits, and the carefully crafted “Morgan” persona, Ezra had made his disapproval clear without saying a word.

She wasn't ready to have that talk, though. She was too tired. The elephant in the room could loom, ignored, for another day.

She glanced at his smooth, manicured hand as it rested on the steering wheel. He still wore his flat court platinum wedding band, the counterpart to her missing one. She could explain more about how she’d lost the ring. But his deeper question—the one that demanded more complex and painful answers—would have to wait.

She said, “After I lost all this weight, my ring got very loose. It must have slipped off during one of my shows in Seoul. I wanted to replace it but thought I’d better wait until I got back home and could get one from the same jewelers.”

His shoulders relaxed. “Your shows are pretty high energy.”

“I’m surprised you know that. You’ve never actually been to one.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them, like soda spraying out of a shaken can. She hadn’t meant to get into this tonight.

He shot a glance at her. “We’ve already been over this. You know how I feel about some of the companies backing your tour.”

Okay, so they were going to talk about it. She rolled her eyes. “Because energy drinks are so sinful and Christians never need a boost when they’re studying or working late. Got it.”

“It’s not that simple. ‘Unleash Your Wild Side’—isn’t that Blitz Energy’s latest slogan? You’ve seen how they brand themselves and who they’re trying to sell drinks to. They’re targeting people who are into a party lifestyle.” He was on the same old well-trodden ground.

“It’s just a drink,” she said. “People can use them responsibly.”

“You know that’s not the message they’re pushing, Martha. And what about Moonshine Spirits? Yes, Jesus might have turned water into wine, but I doubt He’d be okay with the binge drinking culture Moonshine feeds into. I want to support you, but I have to think about the message I’m sending to my own audience if it looks like I’m endorsing those sponsors.”

Martha crossed her arms tightly across her chest. It was a convenient excuse for him not to come to the places where she was performing. His stated reason for staying away for the past nine months. But who knew what he’d really been up to here at home? Quite a lot, if the rumors were to be believed.

“I guess that means you can’t be seen associating with me, either.” Her voice was tight.

He sighed. “That’s not what I meant. You know what? Let’s just drop this. We’re both tired.”

They were already pulling up to the gates of their home, which was only a few minutes’ drive from Falconhurst.

Glancing over her shoulder, she glimpsed the headlights of her PPOs’ car following them.

Ezra punched the button on the remote control and the gates slid open. “Whose cars are these? And why’s the house lit up? I left it locked.”

“I told you, my PA came here to help me unpack. She’s also setting things up with my security team. The other car is probably the guard who’s on evening duty.”

“I wanted to ask you about that,” Ezra said, steering to a stop in front of the house as Ray and Marcus pulled up beside his car. “What’s with all the PPOs? It really disrupted the reception when you came in and they were shooing everyone away. Poor Adria lost her nerve and abandoned her speech. Was all that necessary?”

She bristled at his tone. “I didn’t know Adria would be speaking. I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t want to ruin her speech. But, yes, I need my PPOs. The label started providing security after I got mobbed at a show in Sydney and someone broke into my villa.”

It was the ugly side of fame, something she’d only come to know when her popularity blew up over the past year. Being clawed and groped by baying fans who acted like animals, she’d never felt so frightened… or so alone.

Ezra went still, the color draining from his face. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t know that.”

Lifting her chin, she met his gaze. “You would have known how things were if you’d come to see me.”

He flinched. “Martha, I…” He pushed his hand through his hair. “I don’t know what to say. You must have been terrified. Why didn’t you tell me? I would have dropped everything and come right away.”

His fingers brushed against hers and she glanced down at their hands, almost touching, but not quite.

A lump formed in her throat. “That’s just it, Ezra. I needed you long before it happened, but that wasn’t enough reason for you. You were more concerned about Blitz Energy and Moonshine Spirits. I didn’t want you to come just because of some incident. Why didn’t I matter enough before you knew about it?”

She could tell that her words crushed him.

Before he could respond, Jane, her PA, walked toward the car, tablet in hand.

Martha opened the door and stepped out, blinking quickly.

“Good evening, Martha,” Jane said, adjusting her glasses. “I was just about to text you to let you know we’re all set up. The nighttime guard will use the guest house. He’s done a sweep of the property. And cameras and motion sensors have been installed at key points around the perimeter.”

Martha nodded wearily, barely registering the details. She sensed Ezra standing beside her.

Jane turned to face him. “Mr. Falconer, I presume? I’m Jane. Nice to meet you in person instead of just over email.”

“Hi. Lovely to meet you.” Ezra shook Jane’s hand, his voice tight. “Could you let me know more about this security setup? What’s been put in place to keep Martha safe?”

As Jane began explaining the details of the security measures, including mention of panic buttons installed throughout the house, Martha’s shoulders sagged.

She tried to grasp Jane's words, but they scattered from her mind like beads rolling away from a broken string. The day’s events and emotions had left her drained.

She broke into Jane’s explanation. “Sorry. I’m too tired to listen to all of this.”

“Okay, I get that you’re tired,” Jane said, frowning. “But could I just explain the panic button system? It’s important for you to understand that at least. We can go over the rest another time.”

Ezra’s hands rested on Martha’s shoulders, radiating warmth. “Why don’t you go inside and rest? I’ll get up to speed on all this and fill you in later.”

She leaned into him instinctively, her body responding to his touch before her mind could intervene. It was such a sweet relief to have him here, stepping in to take care of her.

His arms circled around her and his voice, pitched only for her ears, whispered, “I’m sorry.”

She hugged him back, gulping back a sob.

His embrace felt so good, and she wanted to lose herself in his arms. But why hadn’t he been there for her before things got bad enough for her to need bodyguards and panic buttons? Where was his concern when she’d been four thousand miles away from home, amid a sea of strangers, desperate for his arms around her?

She loved how protective and caring he was. But his attentiveness now only seemed to highlight how absent he’d been for all those months, when she needed him most.

Still… he wasn’t a mind-reader. How would he have known unless she told him?

“I’m sorry, too,” she whispered.

She pulled out of his embrace and headed toward the house.


Chapter Three

AS THE MORNING SUNLIGHT streamed through the kitchen windows, Ezra nudged a vase of fresh-cut flowers one inch to the right. Martha would be walking in any second—he’d heard the shower going. Everything was perfect, from the exquisite china Martha loved to the linen napkins he’d folded beside each plate.

He’d made her favorite breakfast treat, a platter of fluffy, golden Belgian waffles, their deep pockets perfect for holding pools of maple syrup. Beside the waffles sat a bowl of whipped cream and another filled with plump strawberries. The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air and a carafe of fresh-squeezed orange juice stood ready.

Maybe these waffles would make up for last night’s disastrous homecoming. In the early days of their marriage, this was what he made on her birthday and Christmas morning, using his grandmother’s recipe, which called for buttermilk and a touch of vanilla. Crisp on the outside and tender on the inside, they were absolutely decadent when topped with syrup, cream, and fruit.

Every tiny detail reflected his heart. Hopefully, this breakfast would let his wife know that her being home with him was worth a celebration. The waffles, the berries, and whipped cream—it was all a peace offering served up on Wedgwood Wild Strawberry china on the altar of their kitchen table, a desperate attempt to bridge the disconnect between them.

Blended with the smell of coffee, the subtle scent of lavender lingered in the air. He smiled. It was another sign that she was home. That, and the pair of stilettos kicked off near the door. He’d missed her so much.

She had been sound asleep when he’d slipped into bed last night, so there’d been no opportunity to talk. But maybe today they’d have a chance to reconnect and figure some things out.

Some of her corporate sponsorships made him want to hold his nose. He cringed every time he saw her face plastered across those drink billboards. And although her voice could bring tears to a stone statue, her label seemed more interested in showcasing her sex appeal.

But now that she was home, they could work out their differences face to face instead of through screens. In real time, rather than tag-teaming emails and messaging apps. And, more importantly, get their marriage back on track.

He stood straighter at the sound of footsteps coming down the hallway. Martha entered the kitchen dressed in a dark blue denim jumpsuit that emphasized her trim new physique, still jarring to him. He watched her features, hoping to see a flicker of the joy she used to express at the sight of his homemade waffles.

Her eyes widened as her gaze fell on the table. “Oh, Ezra, you’ve gone to so much trouble. This looks wonderful.”

He moved forward, pulling a chair out for her. “It’s been a while since I made you breakfast.”

She sat slowly, running her finger along the edge of a napkin.

He settled into his seat. “Shall we give thanks? Lord, we’re grateful for this meal and for Martha’s safe arrival home. Bless this food before us. May it be for our strength and health. Amen.”

He nudged the platter of waffles toward her. “Go on. Help yourself. I managed to get real maple syrup from Waitrose. They didn’t have it in Hatbrook, so I had to go all the way to Dorking.”

She looked up at him, biting her lip. “I’m really sorry, but I can’t eat this.”

“What? Why not?” Wasn’t she feeling well?

She gestured over the table. “It looks and smells wonderful. And I can see how much of an effort you’ve put into all this. But…” She twisted the napkin. “It’s just that I have to keep my weight under control. I know how good this is, and if I have even one bite, I’ll scarf the whole pile—you know what I’m like. I really appreciate you making all of it, though.”

He read the plea in her eyes and struggled to keep the disappointment out of his voice. “Right. Okay.” So much for his peace offering and attempt to recreate the special mornings of the past. Her new image mattered more. “What do you have for breakfast these days? Maybe I could make you that?”

“I don’t really have breakfast anymore. Sometimes I have a smoothie. Or a glass of warm water with a slice of lemon.”

He got to his feet. “I can get you that.”

Maybe the security guard out in the guest house would like some waffles. Ezra had lost his appetite, too. He knew next to nothing about Martha’s daily life anymore.

He flicked the switch on the kettle, then grabbed a lemon from the fridge.

“Ezra… I’m sorry.” Her voice was soft.

“It’s okay,” he said, slicing into the sour fruit. “People and tastes change, right?”

“That reminds me.” She got up from the table. “I bought something for you.”

As she went upstairs, he filled a glass with lukewarm water and dropped a couple of lemon slices inside. Setting the glass next to Martha’s empty plate, he sighed as he looked at the breakfast he’d made.

He grabbed the platter of waffles and put them on the counter, then covered them with aluminum foil.

Martha came back into the kitchen, holding a small, beautifully wrapped package.

Her brown eyes glowed as she held it out. “I know it’s not your birthday for a couple of months, but when I saw this, I thought of you.”

“You didn’t have to get me anything.” He took it from her.

“I wanted to. Go on, open it. I’ve been dying to see your face when you see what it is.”

Her excitement warmed him as he unwrapped the package, revealing a sleek, dark blue box with a logo embossed in silver.

His heartbeat quickened as he recognized the luxury watch brand. Surely she hadn’t… Fingers trembling, he opened the box.

She had.

Nestled on a bed of plush cream-colored velvet was an IWC Portugieser Automatic. Holding his breath, he lifted the watch from its cushion. He’d seen pictures of this model, but it was even more stunning than he had imagined.

The stainless steel case gleamed, its polished finish catching the morning light. Its face was the color of a clear summer sky, and the numerals and sleek hands stood out in silver against the blue background.

He brushed his fingers against its blue leather strap.

Bouncing on her toes, Martha clasped her hands under her chin. “Do you like it?”

“Like it?” he breathed. “It’s… It’s absolutely exquisite. I can’t believe you got this for me.”

“You used to say you wanted one someday. So, when I was on tour in the south of France, I took a weekend break in Switzerland and I picked it up for you. It was supposed to be a birthday gift, but I didn’t want to wait any longer.”

“It’s perfect. I love it.” Seeing her face bloom with delight, he almost held back from saying anything else. “But Martha, this is so expensive. We always said it was too extravagant. I almost feel guilty for even wanting it.” With prices of this model running to well over twenty thousand pounds, he’d never been able to justify getting something like this for himself.

Martha’s smile dimmed. “I know, but… well, we can afford it now. I wanted you to have something special. Look, I had them inscribe something on the back.”

He turned the watch over, his throat tightening as he read the fine, flowing script.

Yours always. Martha.

Was she still his? Changed as she was?

“Go on.” She touched his hand. “Put it on.”

He slipped on the watch, adjusting it to fit his wrist. Man, the thing was beyond perfection. He made a very good living, but he’d never thought he’d own an IWC. He’d never imagined his wife giving him a gift he couldn’t afford. And she’d bought it in Switzerland. One of the bucket list destinations he’d always hoped they’d experience together.

His heart ached as he looked at her face. Why was he being ungrateful and letting his ego get in the way? She just wanted to give him something nice. That was all that should matter.

He held out his arms, and she stepped into them, her head resting on his chest. “Thank you,” he said, his voice thick.

The doorbell chimed, and Martha pulled away. “It must be Jane.”

Ezra glanced at his shiny new watch. “This early? It’s Saturday.”

“She said she’d be in to touch base,” Martha said, heading for the door.

Ezra busied himself clearing the uneaten breakfast, listening to the muffled voices from the entrance hall.

A few moments later, Martha's voice grew clearer with her approach. “...and Ezra's just made some coffee if you’d like a cup.”

Martha reappeared in the kitchen, Jane following close behind, holding several garment bags over her arm.

“Good morning, Mr. Falconer,” Jane said with a polite nod.

“Morning, Jane. And, please, it’s just Ezra.” He reached for the coffeepot. “Coffee?”

“That would be lovely, thank you. Just black, please.” Jane turned to Martha. “There’s been an urgent change of plan. Libertine Lingerie called while I was on my way here. They want to do the shoot today. They’ve got Andre Bishop, but he’s leaving for Milan tonight and won’t be back in England for another eight weeks. So, they need a response from you.”

Ezra filled the coffee cup. Surely no one could expect Martha to work the day after she’d just landed home after months away. Worse still, Libertine Lingerie? As in underwear? What kind of shoot did they want with Martha?

Martha’s shoulders slumped. “Today? I was hoping to spend the day at home.”

Ezra brought Jane her coffee. “Here you go. Strong and black.”

“Thanks,” Jane said. Shrugging, she spoke to Martha. “It’s Andre Bishop. And this is when he’s available.”

“They’re putting me in a real bind, then. I wouldn’t want to do this with anyone else.” Martha sighed. “Okay, fine. Tell them I’ll do it. When and where?”

“Lumière Collective Studios in Shoreditch. They want you to head there immediately if you can, and be prepared to work all day.”

Ezra couldn’t believe what he was hearing. There were so many things wrong with this.

“All right,” Martha said. “Is Ray here? I’ll ask him to take me there. And could you come, too? I need to go over some things with you.”

Jane held up the garment bags. “Sure. I’ll just put these in your closet and let Libertine know you’re on your way.”

Ezra waited until Jane had left the room, then turned to Martha. “What is this? You’re modeling lingerie?”

She crossed her arms. “Yes, I signed a contract with Libertine to promote their new line.”

“But lingerie? Is it really appropriate? They’re going to take pictures of… of you in your underwear?”

“They do sleepwear as well. It’ll be professional and tasteful. Andre Bishop is very well-respected in the industry. It’s not like I’m shooting porn.”

He winced at the word. “Of course not. But I’m just not comfortable with the thought of you being exposed like that. Those kinds of ads can be pretty risqué. I don’t like it, Martha.”

She glanced away for a moment, chewing her lower lip. “I know it’s hard for you, but it’s important for me to do this. It just…” She faced him again. “It seems to me you don’t like a lot of what I do lately.”

True words. And he was getting nowhere with this line of argument. He tried another tack. “I was talking with Ray last night about the kind of attention he’s seen some of his female clients get—the sickos who he needs to protect people from. Wouldn’t this just encourage that sort of thing?”

Jane came back into the kitchen, phone in hand. “Everything’s a go with Libertine. Ready to leave when you are, Martha.”

“Go ahead and let Ray know I’m coming,” Martha said.

Ezra’s heart sank. She really was going to do this.

As Jane headed for the door, Martha turned back to Ezra. “I don’t want to fight about this. This is a great opportunity.”

Ezra threaded a hand through his hair. “I don’t want to fight, either. It’s just hard for me. The Martha I knew would never want the whole world to see her in lingerie.”

“The Martha you knew hated her body and wanted to disappear.” She brushed her fingers against his arm. “Is it such a bad thing that I’m more confident now? That I’m proud of who I’ve become?”

How was he supposed to argue with that?

She glanced at the door, then back into his face. “Listen, I’ve got to go. Can we just agree to disagree for now?” Her fingers squeezed his arm.

He sighed and shrugged as she walked to the front door. It wasn’t like he had a choice. Glancing at the kitchen table, he scanned what was left of the breakfast she hadn’t eaten, and the box that contained the watch she’d gotten for him.

His wife was back home, but she wasn’t the woman he married anymore. A chill struck his core. He loved Martha. But would loving her be enough to mend the widening chasm between them?


Chapter Four

MIDMORNING LIGHT SPILLED INTO Ezra’s home studio, casting shadows among the scattered musical scores and half-finished lyric sheets. On the monitor to his left, a silent video looped a slide show of children and families in rural Uganda.

He wanted to give these images a voice, create a stirring song of hope that would inspire the supporters of the freshwater charity that had commissioned him. His hand hovered over the keyboard of his Roland Fanton 8. Playing a few notes, he tried to capture the elusive melody he needed for the bridge of his song.

But the tune escaped him.

He paused, rubbing his temples as the morning’s non-breakfast with Martha invaded his thoughts. Right now, she was in some London studio, posing in lingerie. Was he the one who was so off base? How was it that she couldn’t see anything wrong in being the poster girl for Libertine Lingerie?

He sighed, looking around the studio filled with mementos of his past successes and the early promise of his career. This place used to inspire him.

Taking a deep breath, he played the bridge again, seeking to channel his emotions into the music. He needed this composition to resonate with compassion, to echo far beyond the confines of his personal world. The problem was, he felt the wrong emotions. Each note clashed with the next, much like the unresolved tension between him and Martha.

Pushing back from the keyboard, Ezra stood and paced. He stopped by the window, looking out at the backyard. One of Martha’s PPOs walked across the lawn. She had grown so successful that she needed round-the-clock protection.

“Focus, Ezra,” he muttered, returning to his seat and staring at his slideshow. “This is bigger than you.”

Putting on his headphones again, he closed his eyes and did his best to envision the faces from the screen. With each deep, intentional breath, he fought to steady his racing thoughts, allowing the music to flow through him. This time, his fingers found a tentative melody, a fragile thread of sound he could work with.

His phone buzzed like a hive of angry bees, pulling him out of his hard-won concentration.

How had he forgotten to put it on silent? He moved to reject the call, then changed his mind. Maybe it was Martha.

It was his manager, Fiona Blackwell. Calling on a Saturday. Anxiety stabbed at his gut as he answered the call, setting it on speaker mode.
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