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ACT ONE: THE PERFORMANCE

	Chapter One

	The Gown

	She spent three weeks choosing the gown, and forty-five minutes choosing to keep smiling after she found them.

	

	The zipper caught at the small of her back, the way it always caught on dresses that cost too much and mattered too much, and Serena reached behind herself with the particular contortion of a woman who has dressed herself alone for too many years to ask for help now. She found the tab. She eased it upward. The ivory satin whispered closed against her spine.

	She stood very still and looked at herself in the hotel mirror.

	The woman in the reflection was composed. Pearl drop earrings. Hair swept up in the kind of arrangement that had taken the stylist forty minutes and was designed to look effortless. The gown itself—off-the-shoulder, the fabric layered and faintly luminous, the kind of dress that made you feel like a different version of yourself, a better version, the version you were on the days everything still felt possible—fit her exactly the way she’d hoped when she’d stood in three separate boutiques and tried it on and always put it back and then, three weeks ago, turned around and bought it.

	She could have told herself it was for Claire’s wedding. A dress like this for an occasion like this. That would have been a perfectly reasonable explanation.

	She hadn’t told herself that.

	✦

	Marcus was in the bathroom. She could hear the faint sound of water running, the deliberate efficiency of a man who’d been getting ready in hotel bathrooms his whole career and had reduced the process to something mechanical: shower, shave, cuffs, cufflinks. When she’d first started traveling with him—ten years ago, no, longer, God, it was longer—she used to stand in hotel bathrooms and watch him shave and think that there was something unbearably intimate about a man’s face in a mirror, all that careful attention to a single task. She used to trace the line of his jaw afterward. Just to feel it. Just because she could.

	She hadn’t done that in a long time.

	She wasn’t sure when she’d stopped.

	That was the thing about marriages, she’d come to understand. They didn’t end in moments. They ended in absences. In the slow accumulation of mornings where you handed each other coffee instead of touching each other’s face. In the gradual replacement of conversation with logistics. In the way you learned, eventually, to stop reaching across the distance because reaching and finding nothing was worse than not reaching at all.

	She turned to the window instead. The city was already doing what it always did in the early evening: throwing itself into gold. The hotel was on the twenty-third floor, and from here London looked like an argument in favor of beauty—towers and spires and the flat silver ribbon of the Thames, and the sun going down in the west in a blaze that had no interest in anyone’s personal devastation.

	Not devastation. She pulled herself back. Not yet. She hadn’t gotten to devastation yet. She was still in hope.

	She had been in hope for three weeks, quietly, carefully, like carrying something fragile across a room with a cracked floor.

	✦

	The bathroom door opened and Marcus came out already in his shirt, his tie hanging loose around his neck, his jacket over one arm. He was forty years old and he wore forty well—there was something about him that had only sharpened with age, the jaw more defined, the dark hair threading through with grey at the temples in a way that did not diminish him. She had always found him beautiful. She was aware, with a dull ache, that she still did.

	He stopped when he saw her.

	Not a long stop. Not the kind of stop she’d been, she admitted privately, hoping for. But a stop. A beat. His eyes moved over her the way they used to before they became a married couple, before they became, specifically, the kind of married couple who moved around each other in rooms like ships in a harbor—present, adjacent, not quite touching.

	“You look—”

	She waited.

	“Beautiful,” he said.

	Not remarkable. Not the way she’d remembered from years ago, from evenings when he’d used words she still kept somewhere private, words she’d heard him use and thought: there it is, there’s the man I chose. But he was looking at her, actually looking at her, and that alone felt like something she hadn’t had in months, so she let the word land and she held it.

	“Thank you,” she said. “You look very handsome.”

	He crossed to the mirror to do his tie. She watched his reflection do what it always did—hands moving with the automatic confidence of a man who has done this ten thousand times, the silk falling into a knot with practiced ease—and she thought about the first time she’d watched him tie a tie. They’d been twenty-six. He’d been nervous, though he’d never have admitted it, and his hands had fumbled, and she’d stepped in and done it for him, and he’d looked down at her with an expression she’d never forgotten: surprised and grateful and something else, something that lived in the register below words.

	She had been in love with him for so long she could no longer find the edges of it. That was the problem, or part of the problem, or the part of the problem she could name on the days she was being honest with herself. The love was still there. It was the marriage that had gone quiet.

	✦

	They’d booked the hotel room as an overnight—a luxury they’d allowed themselves in honor of Claire’s wedding, a rare occasion to be somewhere together without the infrastructure of their daily life. Without the house and its particular demands, the calendar on the kitchen wall, the habit of evenings spent in separate rooms calling it companionship. She’d thought: this is a good sign. That he’d agreed without hesitation. That he’d actually put it in his diary.

	She was aware of how low a bar that was. She was aware of it and she had cleared it anyway, quietly and without comment, the way she’d been clearing lower and lower bars for the past year and a half.

	“Are you ready?” Marcus said. He was in his jacket now, turned toward her, and he looked like the man she’d married and also like someone she’d been failing to reach for eighteen months, and both of these things were true at the same time and she had never found a way to hold them simultaneously without something in her chest going wrong.

	“Almost.” She picked up her clutch from the dresser—ivory satin to match the gown, a small extravagance—and checked her phone. A message from Claire: “I’m DYING. Just got into my dress. WHERE ARE YOU.”

	Serena smiled at the screen. Claire. Who had been her best friend since they were nineteen and staying up until 3 a.m. in a cramped university kitchen arguing about whether it was possible to love someone who didn’t make you better, whether love was enough if it wasn’t also growth, whether the heart was stupid or simply imprecise. Claire, who had found, at thirty-four, a man named Thomas who made her laugh and showed up and folded laundry without being asked, which Serena had privately and fondly decided was the romantic apex of their generation.

	Claire deserved this wedding. She deserved all of it.

	Serena typed back: “On our way. You’re going to be extraordinary.” She pressed send. She dropped the phone in her clutch.

	“That Claire?” Marcus asked.

	“Panicking appropriately.”

	He smiled. A real one—brief and warm, the kind that still reached his eyes when something actually caught him off guard. God, she missed that smile. It was standing in front of her and she missed it.

	“Then we should go,” he said, “before she texts again.”

	✦

	The Ashworth Estate was forty minutes from the city, and they made the drive in a car that smelled of his cologne—familiar, expensive, something cedar and clean underneath—and the particular silence of two people who have run out of easy things to say. Not a hostile silence. That would have been, perversely, easier. This was something softer and more terrible: the silence of two people who knew each other completely and had, somewhere in the last year, stopped knowing what to do with that knowledge.

	She watched the city give way to the green that English countryside did in June, lush and almost aggressively beautiful, and she thought about what she knew and what she didn’t know, which was a calculation she’d been running for months without arriving at a conclusion.

	She knew: he came home later than he used to. She knew: when she asked about his days the answers had become summary rather than story, the way people talk about their lives when they’re editing them for an audience. She knew: there were three weeks in February when something in him had gone briefly and completely behind glass, inaccessible in a way she couldn’t name, and then it had passed and she’d told herself it was work, stress, the particular February greyness that got to everyone.

	She didn’t know: whether any of this added up to something, or whether she was the kind of woman who searched for patterns in ordinary things because the alternative was accepting that marriages simply faded, that the distance between people was not always someone’s fault but just the natural settling of a structure that had been built at twenty-five and was now bearing the weight of thirty-four.

	She’d read three articles about emotional disconnection in long-term marriages. She’d closed all three before she finished them.

	She watched a field of rapeseed go past, shocking yellow in the evening light.

	She thought: maybe tonight.

	She thought: the gown. She’d chosen the gown.

	She thought: let it be enough, just for tonight, to have chosen something beautiful and worn it toward him and hoped.

	✦

	The Ashworth Estate appeared at the end of a gravel drive flanked by chestnut trees, and Serena had been here twice before for work—had walked its corridors and measured its light and understood the particular grammar of the place, the way it combined grandeur with intimacy, the way it was both enormous and, somehow, close. It was not the kind of venue that intimidated. It was the kind that said: something important happens here. Something worth dressing for.

	Tonight it was doing exactly what it had been designed to do. Warm light poured from every window. On the gravel in front of the main entrance, couples in formal wear were arriving in small groups, voices carrying in the evening air, the particular anticipatory brightness of people about to witness something they still believed in. Wedding guests. The best kind of crowd, temporarily, before the speeches got too long.

	Marcus put his hand briefly on the small of her back as they got out of the car. A guiding gesture, automatic. His palm warm through the satin.

	She didn’t lean into it. She didn’t pull away. She walked through the entrance with his hand at her back and the chandeliers of the Ashworth Estate blazing above them, and she thought: this is what it looks like, from the outside. This is what we look like.

	She wondered, not for the first time, whether looking like something was the same as being it.

	A waiter offered them champagne from a silver tray. She took a glass. Marcus took a glass. They touched the rims together—a gesture so practiced it had long since lost the ceremony it was trying to invoke—and she looked at him over the rim as she drank and he looked back at her, and for one specific moment, one beat suspended in the chandelier light, she thought she saw it. The thing she’d been looking for. The thing that used to live in his face when he looked at her.

	He smiled at her.

	She smiled back.

	Maybe tonight, she thought. She was still, in that moment, entirely wrong about what tonight held.

	 


ACT ONE: THE PERFORMANCE

	Chapter Two

	The Cocktail Hour

	Serena had worked three events at the Ashworth Estate. She knew the way the west drawing room filled with golden hour light between six and seven, how the old stone of the east wing held the cold of the morning until well into the afternoon, how the corridor between the ballroom and the garden rooms was the junction point of the building—the place where every caterer appeared slightly lost on their first visit, where the DJ always paused to text someone, where the florist’s team invariably staged their spare arrangements in a way that blocked the natural flow of foot traffic.

	She knew it the way she knew all her venues: practically, professionally, with the particular intimacy of someone who had mapped a space not for beauty but for function.

	What she hadn’t known, professionally, was how the Ashworth would feel from inside an occasion. From the guest side of the white-gloved waiting staff and the towering floral arrangements and the ambient string quartet playing Debussy from the corner of the drawing room with the quiet focus of people who have played Debussy at many functions and are choosing to play it well regardless.

	It felt, she decided, like being inside a painting of someone else’s happiness. Which was not a bad thing to be, as long as you didn’t look too hard at the frame.

	✦

	Claire was devastating.

	That was the only word for it. When Serena found her in the small anteroom off the entrance hall—still ten minutes before the ceremony, surrounded by her mother and her maid of honor and approximately three hundred yards of veil—and saw the full effect of what Claire had done with twelve months of planning and a dress that had reportedly made the designer cry when she put it on, she felt something uncomplicated and profound. Love for this woman. Joy, the clean, unambiguous kind. The particular happiness of watching someone you love arrive at a thing they deserve.

	“You are absolutely devastating,” Serena told her.

	“I look like a meringue.”

	“You look like the best meringue that has ever existed.”

	Claire grabbed both her hands and squeezed with the grip of a woman running on terror and exhilaration in roughly equal measure. “Is Thomas out there? Has he seen—no, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know his face yet. I want to see it for the first time properly.”

	Serena squeezed back. “He looks like a man who can’t believe his luck.”

	Claire’s face did something complicated and beautiful. “Good,” she said. “That’s the correct response.”

	Serena released her hands and stepped back into the corridor, back into the evening, back into the specific weight of her own occasion.

	✦

	The ceremony was in the estate’s chapel—small, candlelit, every pew filled with people leaning forward slightly the way people do when they want to absorb something. Serena sat beside Marcus and watched Claire walk toward Thomas and felt the ceremony do what weddings were supposed to do: insist, briefly, on the reality of love. The vows. Their particular vows, which Claire had written and which were, Serena thought, the truest thing she’d heard said out loud in some time. About choosing someone. About choosing to keep choosing them. About the difference between love as a feeling and love as a decision you make with full knowledge of the cost.
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