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Chapter 1: The Words He Gave Away

	“Cream cotton, not ivory,” Nola told the bride on the other end of the phone, holding the sample card under the brass desk lamp. “Ivory leans yellow beside champagne satin. You’ll hate it in photos.”

	The bride, whose name was Madison but whose emails arrived signed Mrs. Whitaker-to-Be, made a small sound of distress. “My mother already approved ivory.”

	“Your mother approved the word ivory,” Nola said, smoothing her thumb over the deckled edge. “She hasn’t seen this paper beside your dress.”

	There was a pause. In the background, someone laughed too loudly, probably a bridesmaid or an aunt with a mimosa at eleven in the morning. Nola waited. She had learned early that half her job was giving women permission to want what they wanted before marriage made everyone else feel entitled to a vote.

	“Cream cotton,” Madison said at last.

	“Good.” Nola placed the card in the correct tray. “I’ll send the revised proof by two.”

	“You’re saving my life.”

	Nola looked at the row of vow books drying on the worktable, each one stamped with initials she had centered by hand until the letters sat like a held breath. “I’m saving your stationery. Life is outside my package options.”

	Madison laughed. Nola smiled because clients could hear a smile, even a tired one. When the call ended, the studio settled back into its familiar noises: the soft chop of Stevie’s guillotine cutter in the back room, the hum of the old air conditioner above the front window, the faint drag of carriage wheels from the letterpress Reid had found for her at an estate sale six years ago.

	He had driven three hours to get it.

	He had called from the road, excited in a way he rarely allowed himself now, telling her it was a Vandercook and that the owner’s son had no idea what he was selling. When Reid brought it home, his shirt had been damp at the collar from moving the thing with two college boys he paid in cash, and he had stood in the studio with black grease on his wrist and a grin he did not try to hide.

	“You’re looking at me like I built Rome,” he had said.

	“You brought me a press.”

	“I brought you a problem with wheels.”

	“You brought me a future.”

	That version of him had kissed her in the middle of the unfinished floor while dust clung to her ankles.

	Now his name sat at the top of her phone screen, quiet and waiting.

	Reid: Can you look at the speech before tonight? Folder link sent. Need your eye.

	Nola turned the phone facedown beside the bone folder.

	Need your eye. Not need your thoughts. Not wish you were coming early. Not I know I’ve been distant and I am trying to find my way back to you.

	She reached for the next vow book instead.

	The cover was pearl-gray silk, the kind brides ordered when they wanted their wedding to whisper money instead of announce it. Nola aligned the foil plate over the initials M and C, checked the pressure, and pulled the handle. The press gave its familiar resistance, then released. She lifted the cover and inspected the impression. Clean. No bleed at the edge. No bruising in the fabric.

	Stevie Logan pushed through the curtain from the workroom with a ruler tucked into her messy bun and a strip of washi tape stuck to her forearm. “If that’s the Whitaker bride, tell her I’m unavailable for emotional support unless she pays rush counseling rates.”

	“She chose cream cotton.”

	“Praise be.” Stevie leaned against the table and glanced at the facedown phone. “That him?”

	Nola set the vow book onto the drying rack. “He wants me to polish his speech.”

	“For the hotel thing?”

	“The Whitcomb restoration award rehearsal. Tonight.”

	“Are you going?”

	Nola adjusted the stack of envelopes until the edges aligned. She could feel Stevie watching the movement. Stevie had been with her for four years, long enough to know Nola only straightened paper that was already straight when something in her life had moved out of place.

	“I said I’d try.”

	“You hate those things.”

	“I hate bad speeches at those things. Reid gives those if unsupervised.”

	Stevie did not laugh. “Nola.”

	“What?”

	“Nothing.” Stevie peeled the tape from her arm and stuck it to the edge of the worktable. “You’ve been saying ‘nothing’ with your mouth for two months. I thought I’d try it and see if it felt as annoying from the inside.”

	Nola picked up the phone. “I have proofs to send.”

	“Sure.”

	The link from Reid sat under his message. A shared folder. Whitcomb Speech Final. He had marked it final, which meant he wanted her to make it sound final while pretending he had not already decided what he wanted to say. That was one of Reid’s habits. He asked for input after building the structure. Houses, schedules, apologies. Everything arrived framed.

	Nola tapped the link.

	The folder opened with three documents and one subfolder. Speech Draft. Hotel Project Notes. Sponsor List. The subfolder was labeled Reference.

	She opened the speech first.

	Reid’s words filled the screen, clean and spare. Too spare. He wrote the way he handled conflict, leaving out anything that might require another person to stay with him longer than necessary.

	Historic preservation is not nostalgia. It is responsibility. We restore buildings because the past does not disappear when neglected. It waits inside the walls.

	Nola’s hand stilled on the mouse.

	That line was good.

	Too good for Reid on a first draft.

	She scrolled. Comments lined the margins in small colored bubbles. Some from Korbyn Robbins, his business partner. One about thanking the hotel committee before the mayor. One about shortening the contractor section.

	Then another name appeared.

	Saylor Hendrix.

	Try “neglect” here instead of “damage.” You’ve used that word when talking about your dad. It lands cleaner.

	Nola read the sentence again. Then the comment. Then Saylor’s name.

	The studio noises stayed the same, which irritated her. The cutter kept chopping. The air conditioner kept rattling. Outside the front windows, a delivery truck groaned beside the curb on Bull Street. Nothing in the room understood that Saylor Hendrix had just stepped through a door Nola had not known existed.

	She knew Saylor, barely. Everyone in their overlapping professional circles knew everyone eventually. Saylor handled communications for preservation projects and arts nonprofits, all soft linen blazers and careful sympathy. She had the kind of voice people lowered themselves to match.

	Nola clicked the next comment.

	This is where you lose them because you’re hiding. Say what you told me. The building scared you because it reminded you of what happens when people stop caring but keep living inside the damage.

	Nola sat back.

	A tiny thread of foil clung to her fingertip. She rubbed it against her thumb until it broke apart.

	Say what you told me.

	Not say what you think. Not clarify your point. What you told me.

	She clicked on the comment and a panel opened with the thread. Reid had replied.

	Too personal?

	Saylor: Personal is why they listen.

	Reid: Nola says the same thing about vows.

	Saylor: She’s right about that.

	Nola stared at her own name in Saylor’s comment as though it had been placed on the wrong invitation.

	Stevie called from the back, “Do we have more A7 cream envelopes, or did Madison’s mother emotionally exhaust the last box?”

	“In the left cabinet,” Nola answered.

	Her voice sounded ordinary. She held on to that.

	The folder had a Reference subfolder. She should have closed the laptop. She should have waited until Reid came home and asked him, in the kitchen perhaps, with the dishwasher humming and the two of them standing under the pendant light they had argued over because he wanted matte black and she wanted aged brass.

	Instead, Nola clicked.

	Three files. Draft Notes. Voice Transcripts. Saylor Edits.

	Her fingers went cold at the tips, but the rest of her stayed working. Breath in. Cursor steady. Open the document.

	The transcripts were dated.

	March 18, 11:42 p.m.

	Reid: I can’t say this to Nola. She already thinks I’m somewhere else.

	Saylor: Are you?

	Reid: I don’t know. I’m in the house. I pay attention. I do what needs doing.

	Saylor: That isn’t the same as being known.

	Nola pressed her palm flat against the desk.

	The old pine had a nick near the corner from the year she tried to cut ribbon without a mat. Reid had sanded it smooth but never removed the mark completely. “Proof you make things here,” he had said when she complained.

	She scrolled again.

	April 2, 12:16 a.m.

	Reid: The adoption thing changed her. I don’t know how to touch it without making it worse.

	Saylor: Maybe you need somewhere to put your grief too.

	Reid: She wanted that baby so badly.

	Saylor: And you didn’t?

	Reid: I did. I just didn’t fall apart where anyone could see.

	The room narrowed to the laptop, the transcript, and the date.

	April 2.

	That was two days after Nola had found the tiny yellow onesie in the back of the hall closet while looking for spare tissue paper. She had bought it before the agency called to say the birth mother had chosen a relative. She had sat on the closet floor with the onesie in her lap, not crying exactly, just unable to make her hands fold it.

	Reid had come home, found her there, and stood in the doorway with his tie loosened.

	“I’ll make dinner,” he had said.

	She had nodded because the alternative was asking him to come down to the floor, and some part of her had already known he would not.

	That night, he made grilled cheese and tomato soup. They ate at the island. He asked if she wanted to watch something stupid. She said yes. His knee touched hers once under the counter, by accident or mercy. She had gone to bed early and listened to him moving around downstairs.

	At 12:16 a.m., he had told Saylor what he would not sit beside his wife long enough to say.

	Stevie came through the curtain carrying envelopes. “Found them. False alarm. I only had to risk death by stacked ribbon.”

	Nola minimized the document.

	Too fast.

	Stevie stopped. “What happened?”

	“Nothing.”

	“There’s that word again.”

	Nola reached for Madison Whitaker’s proof sheet and placed it in front of her. The letters blurred, then sharpened when she blinked. “I need ten minutes.”

	Stevie’s gaze moved to the laptop. “Nola.”

	“Ten minutes.”

	Stevie did not argue. That was one reason Nola loved her. She knew when to push and when to leave a person the dignity of standing upright. The curtain whispered shut behind her.

	Nola opened the transcript again.

	There were more.

	Reid talking about his father’s debts. Reid talking about the hotel project and how terrified he was that one structural mistake would ruin the firm. Reid talking about Nola’s quietness as though it were a country he had once lived in but no longer understood.

	May 9, 10:03 p.m.

	Saylor: You sound tired.

	Reid: I am tired.

	Saylor: Does she know?

	Reid: She knows everything practical.

	Saylor: That wasn’t what I asked.

	Reid: No.

	Saylor: Why?

	Reid: Because if I tell her I’m tired, she’ll ask what I need, and I don’t know how to answer without disappointing her.

	Saylor: Maybe with me you don’t have to answer perfectly.

	Nola looked at the vow books drying in their neat row.

	For better or worse. In sickness and health. In joy and sorrow. The same promises, redesigned in different fonts so people could believe their version would be untouched by ordinary failure.

	Her phone buzzed again.

	Reid: Did the link open?

	She stared at the message until the screen dimmed.

	The easy thing would be to call him. Her thumb hovered over his name. She could ask who Saylor was to him. She could ask why another woman had files full of his midnight thoughts. She could ask whether he understood that the line he had not crossed was not the only line marriage had.

	But questions gave people room to choose which truth to offer.

	Nola had documents now.

	She woke the phone and typed.

	Nola: It opened.

	Three dots appeared almost immediately.

	Reid: Can you come tonight? Rehearsal starts at 6. I could use you there.

	She almost laughed. Not because anything was funny, but because the sentence was so Reid it hurt her teeth. I could use you there. As if she were a level, a measuring tape, a hand on the ladder.

	She looked down at her left hand. Her wedding ring had a smear of gray ink near the stone. Reid used to clean it for her with a soft toothbrush because he said a woman who made vows all day should have one thing kept bright without asking.

	That memory tried to soften her.

	The transcript stayed open on the screen.

	Saylor: Personal is why they listen.

	Nola closed the laptop with care. Not a slam. She refused to give the room a sound big enough to explain her.

	Stevie’s cutter stopped in the back.

	Nola picked up the cream cotton card, placed it inside Madison’s folder, and wrote the paper code on a sticky note. Her handwriting remained clean. That seemed important. Something in her still knew how to make a line behave.

	She texted Reid back.

	Nola: I’ll be there.

	This time he replied with a heart.

	A small red shape on a screen. Quick. Easy. Sent by a man whose most careful words were waiting in a folder with another woman’s name attached to them.

	Nola set the phone facedown again and opened the next bride’s proof.

	For the next hour, she corrected spacing, approved ink colors, and moved through the work with the exactness of a woman handling glass in a room full of bare feet. She did not cry. She did not call her mother. She did not tell Stevie. Not yet.

	At four-thirty, she washed the ink from her hands in the studio sink. The water ran gray, then pale. A stubborn mark stayed in the crease of her ring finger.

	She rubbed until the skin pinked.

	At five, she took the black dress from the garment bag hanging behind the office door. She had brought it to change into because she had planned to stand beside Reid tonight as the wife who knew where his sentences failed and where his collar needed straightening.

	Now she zipped it slowly.

	Stevie appeared in the doorway, arms folded. “Do I need to come with you?”

	Nola fastened one earring, then the other. Small gold drops Reid had given her on their fifth anniversary. “No.”

	“You’re scaring me.”

	“I’m going to a rehearsal.”

	“That isn’t what I asked.”

	Nola met her friend’s eyes in the mirror above the little office sink. The glass had a chip in the lower corner. Reid had offered to replace it twice. Nola had kept it because the flaw sat outside her reflection if she stood in the right place.

	“I need to see them in the same room,” she said.

	Stevie’s mouth tightened. “Who is them?”

	Nola picked up her bag. Her phone. Her keys.

	“My husband,” she said, and the word caught on nothing, clean as a cut. “And the woman who has been helping him speak.”

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Woman in the Front Row

	Stevie reached for her keys.

	Nola caught the movement in the mirror and shook her head once. “No.”

	“You just told me there’s another woman helping your husband speak. That is exactly the kind of sentence that requires backup.”

	“It requires shoes I can walk in and a face that does not invite questions.” Nola picked up the black slingbacks from under the desk, the pair she kept at the studio for client emergencies and events where sneakers made wealthy brides nervous. “I have both.”

	Stevie stayed in the doorway, blocking half the hall with her body and worry. “Text me when you get there.”

	“I will.”

	“When you leave.”

	“Yes.”

	“If he says something stupid.”

	Nola slipped one shoe on, then the other. “That may require hourly updates.”

	Stevie did not smile. “Nola.”

	The softness in her voice almost undid the seams Nola had spent the last hour stitching into herself. Nola opened her bag and checked for the things she always carried to events: phone, keys, compact, mints, a small pair of scissors in a leather sleeve because ribbon emergencies did not respect venue rules. She added the printed speech draft she had marked with yellow tabs before she found the transcripts. It gave her hands something useful to hold.

	“I need to know what I’m standing in,” she said.

	Stevie stepped aside.

	The drive from the Starland District to the Whitcomb Hotel took twelve minutes if the lights on Drayton behaved. Nola counted five flower shops, three couples taking engagement photos near brick walls, and one bride in leggings carrying a garment bag like a body she had been told not to wrinkle. Savannah at five-thirty liked to look expensive without admitting how much labor had gone into the charm. Fresh paint over old cracks. Polished brass on doors that still stuck in the heat. Vines trained to climb where owners wanted softness.

	The Whitcomb had been a bank once, back when men built marble lobbies to make money feel moral. Reid’s firm had spent eighteen months restoring the cornices, the plaster medallions, the old teller windows now turned into a bar with green leather stools. Nola had heard about the work in pieces: contractor delays, rotted beams, a shipment of tile stuck outside Atlanta, Reid coming home with dust in his hair and answers she had stopped asking for because every one came wrapped in exhaustion.

	The valet opened her door before she had fully parked. “Good evening, ma’am.”

	“I’m not staying long.”

	He smiled like guests said that all the time before ordering three drinks and forgetting their own promises. “We’ll keep it close.”

	Inside, the lobby smelled of lemon oil, wet stone, and coffee cooling in silver urns. Voices carried too well beneath the restored ceiling. A woman from the historical society stood near the registration table with a clipboard. Nola recognized her but could not remember her name, only that she had once ordered place cards in a font so thin half the guests would need reading glasses.

	“Nola,” the woman said, leaning in for a cheek kiss Nola avoided by offering her hand. “We’re so glad you could come. Reid said you might be saving him from himself on that speech.”

	“He exaggerates.”

	“Not about you.”

	The words landed where a compliment should have gone. Nola took the printed program from the table and moved toward the ballroom.

	Rows of chairs faced a low stage. The podium stood beneath a hotel crest newly painted in cream and gold. To the left, a table held name cards for the project team. Korbyn Robbins was there, sleeves rolled, talking to a man in a navy suit. Two junior architects hovered with tablets. A photographer adjusted a light stand near the front.

	And Saylor Hendrix sat in the first row.

	Not at the edge, where consultants placed themselves when they understood they were useful but temporary. Not near the back, where people sat when they wanted access without claiming it. She sat one chair off center, legs crossed, a slim folder on her lap, a pen resting between her fingers. Her camel blazer matched the warm tone of the ballroom walls. Her hair was pinned low, not severe, not careless. The kind of softness that took time.

	Reid stood beside the podium with his speech in one hand.

	He saw Nola and the guarded focus on his face loosen, almost enough to make her hate him for it. He looked relieved. The man had sent her into a room where another woman knew the architecture of his private grief, and he had the nerve to look relieved that his wife had come.

	He stepped down from the stage. “You made it.”

	“I said I would.”

	His gaze moved over her face, checking for the version of Nola he expected: tired but supportive, annoyed by his draft but willing to fix it, still standing where he had placed her. “You look beautiful.”

	“Is that in the speech?”

	His mouth paused around whatever he had planned to say. “No.”

	“Good. It would slow the pacing.”

	Korbyn approached with a grin too professional to be intimate. “Nola Navarro, thank God. Tell him the opening paragraph is too stiff. He won’t hear it from me.”

	“He hears most things from women with editing privileges,” Nola said.

	Korbyn blinked once.

	Reid’s attention sharpened. “Nola.”

	She smiled toward Korbyn because rooms trusted a woman who smiled. “I’ll listen first.”

	Saylor turned then, as if she had waited for the right moment instead of watching every second. Her smile was not bright. Brightness would have been too easy to dislike. Hers was gentle, modest, almost apologetic.

	“Nola,” she said, rising. “It’s good to finally meet properly.”

	Properly.

	Nola held the program against her thigh, the paper edge pressing into her skin. “We’ve met.”

	“At the Harper reception, yes. Barely.” Saylor’s hand was cool when she offered it. No rings. Pale nail polish. “I’ve admired your work for years. The vow books you made for the Mercer wedding were exquisite.”

	“Thank you.”

	“I told Reid the speech needed your kind of touch.” Saylor glanced toward him with a small familiarity that did not touch his body but still crossed a line. “He gets so careful with language when something matters.”

	Nola looked at Reid. “Does he?”

	A flush rose along his cheekbones. He turned toward the stage. “We should start.”

	Everyone settled. Nola chose a seat in the third row, not beside Saylor, not near enough for Reid to read her hands. She placed her bag on the floor and laid the printed draft across her knees. The ballroom light turned the yellow tabs gold.

	Reid adjusted the microphone.

	“Historic preservation is not nostalgia,” he began. “It is responsibility.”

	His voice was good in rooms like this. Low, even, carrying without strain. Nola had once loved listening to him talk about buildings because he did not flatter them. He noticed where they had failed. He respected what it took to hold weight.

	“We restore buildings because the past does not disappear when neglected,” he continued. “It waits inside the walls.”

	Nola’s eyes moved to Saylor.

	Saylor looked down at her folder and made a small mark with her pen.

	Reid moved through the speech. Sponsors. Craftsmen. Original details saved. New uses for old spaces. Then his tone changed, less public, more exposed.

	“The Whitcomb frightened me at first,” he said. “Not because it was beyond repair. Because it was still standing while carrying years of neglect no one wanted to name.”

	Nola’s fingers tightened on the program.

	Say what you told me.

	The comment sat in her memory with the ugly neatness of a proofing mark.

	“People do that too,” Reid said.

	The room quieted in the way rooms did when people sensed they were being offered sincerity at no personal cost to themselves.

	“We keep functioning. We keep appearing solid. We learn how to live inside what has not been repaired.”
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