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	DISCLAIMER

	This book is a work of fiction created solely for entertainment purposes. The characters, events, dialogue, and situations depicted in this novel are entirely imaginary and are the product of the author's creative imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, whether living or deceased, or to actual events, organizations, or locations, is entirely coincidental and unintentional on the part of the author or publisher. This novel explores mature themes including marital infidelity, emotional distress, divorce, and personal loss. It is intended for adult readers. Reader discretion is advised.

	For every woman who had to learn that losing someone

	was the beginning of finding herself.

	And for the friends who stayed.
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

	This novel was not born from a single story but from many. Over the years I have listened — truly listened — to women speak about the specific, bewildering pain of discovering that a marriage they believed in was not what they thought it was. Not a rough patch. Not a misunderstanding. Not the ordinary friction that every long-term partnership accumulates over time. An active, deliberate deception, carried out by someone who shared their bed and their table and the interior of their daily life, who attended birthday dinners and remembered their parents' names and knew how they took their coffee. There is a particular kind of grief in that discovery, I was told, because you do not only lose the future you had planned together — you also lose confidence in the past. If he was capable of this, the women asked, was any of it real? Were any of those years actually what I believed them to be? It is a question without a clean answer, and the searching for one is its own kind of devastation.

	Claire Whitmore is not a real woman. But the questions she carries are entirely real, and the journey she makes in these pages is one I believe is worth taking alongside her. She is a woman of intelligence and capability and hard-won professional confidence who finds herself in the surreal and disorienting position of having been profoundly deceived by the person she chose above all others. What I hope this novel does is not simply tell a story about betrayal — though it does that, unflinchingly — but trace the longer and more important arc of a woman who decides, in the middle of her own wreckage, that she will not allow herself to be defined by what was done to her. That she will take the pieces of what she has been given and build something true and lasting and entirely her own.

	This is, at its heart, a story about the courage it takes to let go. Not of the person who hurt you — that part, while painful and expensive and logistically exhausting, is often the easier step. But of the version of yourself that organised your entire life around that person. Claire must grieve not just the marriage but the identity she had built within it, the quiet daily intimacy of a shared life that she had never thought to question because it had always, until it did not, seemed to be exactly what she believed it was. She must become someone she has not yet been: a woman whose sense of herself requires no external confirmation, whose happiness is not contingent on another person's faithfulness. That journey is not quick. It is not linear. It is not neat. But I believe — and I hope you will believe, by the last page — that it is entirely possible, and that the woman who arrives at the end of it is someone worth becoming.

	To every reader who has carried a question they were afraid to ask: this one is for you.

	 

	— Scott Lane

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	The Perfect Marriage

	The studio on West Huron Street received the morning light at an angle that reminded Claire Whitmore, each time she noticed it, why she had chosen this particular room for this particular purpose. At eight o'clock on a cool October morning, the sun entered through the tall east-facing windows in long, amber columns that fell across the surface of the drafting table and the bolts of fabric stacked along the far wall, catching the dust motes that floated in the still air of a space that had been inhabited long enough to have developed its own particular atmosphere. Claire stood at the centre of the room with a ceramic mug pressed between both palms, looking down at the street below, where the Chicago morning was already in full, unapologetic motion. A man in a charcoal overcoat walked a golden retriever at a brisk, businesslike pace. A taxi moved west. Two women in workout clothes stood at the corner in conversation, gesturing at each other with takeout coffee cups. The city was reliable in its rhythms, and she had always found that reliability, the sense that the world around her would continue its motion regardless of what she was thinking or feeling, quietly comforting.

	She had held the lease on this studio for eleven years, and there were still mornings when she walked in and felt the faint, residual echo of the person she had been when she first walked in. She could still recall carrying the key for the first time on a freezing February morning, entirely alone and slightly terrified, after signing a contract she was not certain she could afford on the income she was not certain she could count on. She remembered standing in the empty room and feeling the particular vertigo of having bet everything on yourself with nothing to show for it yet but an instinct and a certainty she could not articulate to anyone, not even to Rachel, who had listened to the plan with her arms crossed and her head tilted at the precise angle she employed when she was both skeptical and supportive simultaneously. The walls had been an institutional beige that seemed designed to suppress ambition. The floor had been covered in scratched linoleum the colour of old mustard. A fluorescent tube overhead had flickered and buzzed and cast everything in a pallor that made her hands look unwell. She had stood in the centre of it and thought, clearly and without doubt: I can work with this.

	She had transformed it completely, the way she transformed every space she was given — slowly, deliberately, with a certainty about the result that arrived well before she could explain it to anyone and that she had long since stopped trying to justify. Now the walls were a deep, chalky white that changed character with the light throughout the day, warmer in the morning and cooler by afternoon and almost lavender in the last hour before the sun dropped away from the windows. The floors were original hardwood, stripped to their natural grain and oiled to a warm honey tone that absorbed the morning light and gave it back in a way that still pleased her. The overhead fluorescent was long gone, replaced by a track of warm-toned pendants and a series of adjustable arm lamps she had positioned at each working station with the care of someone who knows that light is not decoration but a tool. Her drafting table occupied the window bay, where the light was best, and from that position she could look down at the street when she needed to think, which she did often, the city below a reliable source of the kind of ambient motion that helped the mind settle into its work.

	Whitmore Interiors had become, over the eleven years since that empty room and the leaky pen and the lease she could barely afford, a practice she was genuinely proud of in the quiet, unglamorous way of someone who has done the actual work rather than simply announced an intention to do it. It was not an empire — she had never wanted an empire, had turned down the overtures of investors who had arrived twice in the past five years with proposals and spreadsheets and the particular gleam of people who see a small excellent thing and immediately imagine it scaled into something larger and more profitable and significantly less excellent. She wanted what she had: work she believed in, clients she respected, and projects that engaged her particular way of seeing rooms as emotional environments first and functional spaces second. The client list now included three boutique hotels, two private members' clubs, a handful of restaurants where she had been given genuine creative latitude, and a steady stream of residential commissions from people who had heard about her through someone who heard about her through someone else, which was the kind of growth she trusted because it arrived without her having to perform for it.

	She was thinking about the Caldwell dining room when her phone buzzed on the drafting table. She crossed the room and looked at the screen: a message from Daniel. Running late tonight, the text read. Don't wait up. She looked at the message for a moment longer than she needed to, then set the phone face-down and turned back to the Caldwell files. She had been trying, for the better part of three weeks, to resolve a decision about the dining room floor — a choice between two stone finishes that were, on paper, nearly identical but that her instinct told her would look entirely different under the pendant lights she had already specified, and her instinct, in these matters, was not something she was accustomed to second-guessing. Daniel running late was not, in itself, notable. He ran late with a frequency that had become, over the past several months, a rhythm of its own rather than an exception to one. It was not unusual for a partner at a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
