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			What Dutch readers say about the novels of Nanda Roep:

			“Wonderful book. Thrilling and romantic at the same time!”

			– Marieke ‘t Hart (Editor-in-Chief, Telegraaf VROUW)

			§

			“Desperate Housewives from our own backyard. Nothing is as it seems.”

			– Chantal van Gastel (famous Dutch feelgood-author)

			§

			Book Club Readers on Lies in the Spring

			“Completely satisfied with the ending.” – Astrid

			§

			“You keep thinking you know what will happen, but it always turns out differently.” – Karin

			§

			“I did not see this plot twist coming.” – Esther

			§

			“A delightful book. Cozy. Also suspenseful.” – Marjolein

			§

			“I’m curious to find out if it was murder and how all the storylines come together.” – Margien

			§

			“It’s a real page-turner.” – Hanneke

			§

			“A wonderful novel, easy to read.” – Marij

			§

			“A fast-paced book, perfect for a rainy day on the couch.” – Karin

			§

			Book Bloggers and Sellers on the work of Nanda Roep

			“I enjoyed it from the very first sentence.” – Nathalie Scheffer, bookseller

			§

			“A brilliant book. Light but profound. Witty, unsettling, and moving.” – Stijn van der Loo, writer, composer

			§

			“A fantastic women’s novel where Nanda humorously yet thoughtfully shows what truly matters in life.” – Wendy Wenning, Book Blogger Boekenbijlage.nl

			§

			“Expertly written, an honest and delightful book about love.” – Margriet (Women’s magazine)

			§

			“I love this writing style—vivid, self-aware, and with a clear message. That’s why I couldn’t stop reading from page one.” – Book Blogger fflekkerlezen.nl

			§

			“Roep masterfully strikes an emotional chord in a lighthearted way—pure class!” – Book Blogger mustreads.nl

			§

			“Nanda Roep’s writing style is smooth and engaging, as if you’re chatting with a friend on the couch.” – Book Blogger Boekenbijlage.nl

			§

			“Sharp and humorous, a great combination...” – Book Blogger wieschrijftblijft.com

			§

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			Are you reading this with your Book Club?
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			1.

			My pants are too tight, my head is too full, and my heart is screaming. I’ve had enough. I’m done. It’s not a rational decision and certainly not well thought out, but it’s over, and immediately.

			The kids are at school. I lock the door. Let everyone deal with it. A storm has risen within me, and I missed the warning signs. Suddenly, I’m in the middle of it. The whole world can go to hell, that’s how I feel.

			Especially my husband, of course. With his job. The meetings with his employees. In my house, because it happens to be my house too. Even though I haven’t earned enough in ages to even pay for the interior, naturally, the choices I, that we, made. I look around the room and see furniture that’s too dark, too masculine, too industrial. His taste.

			What have I done…

			I am Joanne Victoria, pleased to meet you. I am slim and just shy of model height. Yes, why not? My blonde hair flows like a mane over my slender shoulders. I am the rising star of my class year, and in about five years, I’ll surely be a partner in a law firm or a sought-after speaker, unless, of course, I get snatched up by the modeling or film world, but in that case, it will just be a temporary detour. I have countless friends, love going out, and enjoy organizing dinner parties—followed by a night out. I love sailing, keep a dedicated journal, and whenever I can, I participate in writing contests.

			No, wait, I’m saying it wrong. I know that: I was Joanne Victoria.

			Again.

			I am Joanne Reynolds-Victoria, pleased to meet you. I am the loving partner of Bryan (45) and a devoted mother to Sam (12) and Julia (10). After our second child was born, and after Bryan’s career took off around the same time, I eventually quit my job at the municipality. When it turned out that our eldest was dyslexic, I dedicated myself even more to guiding our little ones. It’s all worth it. Yes. I am the regular volunteer at school.

			Twice a week, I go to the gym—at least, that’s the plan—and every month, I have lunch with my friend Josie. We call these get-togethers “cozy with Josie,” so yes, that’s how I’m doing. My husband Bryan has his own firm, Reynolds Architects, and he is very busy with it.

			You could say we’re successful. He as a designer, and I as the wife-of. I host council members and organize wine tastings on behalf of the Reynolds family—that’s what we like to call ourselves. Whenever we send a corporate gift, I decide which wine it will be this time and make sure the right labels are placed, both on the bottle and the shipping box. I love floral prints, so everyone just has to deal with that—I get to choose. My husband is the owner, which in my case mainly means that I have to squeeze myself into a gala dress or other formal attire every now and then so he can network.

			Two years ago, when we celebrated my fortieth birthday, Bryan whisked me away halfway through the party to Schiphol, Amsterdam, and from there to Rome, Italy. He had arranged everything: plane tickets, a babysitter for the kids, the right clothes packed in our suitcases. It turned into a spectacular weekend full of sex and culture.

			Well, as much as it could be for us.

			It wasn’t a college-style sex weekend with the occasional museum visit but a married-people weekend—full of culture, with also a bit of sex. A small but evident difference. For some time now, we mostly just “cuddle”—sometimes, at least. I’ve stopped worrying when weeks or months go by without the act. The fact that there’s still any physical intimacy at all is already a miracle if I were to believe the magazines. So many sexless marriages, so many stories and pieces of advice: “Then just make an effort,” “This way, I don’t even want it anymore”… At least we still have something. Occasionally.

			Every now and then, I start a little online shop selling clothes, or jewelry, or other cute things. Until it gets too busy, and I quit again. But now, a week before my daughter’s eleventh birthday, I’ve suddenly had enough.

			§

			This morning, I got out of bed in a good mood, nothing wrong, and ready to tackle the day. The kids were downstairs at the table—they can do some things themselves, luckily. Still upstairs, fresh from the shower, I squeezed myself into my pants. Of course, it didn’t go smoothly, and slowly, my spirits began to sink—and they just kept sinking. Like breaking ice carving a deep trench through a landscape. It happened, and it kept happening.

			Size 12. To be honest, I’m bursting out of them. Rolls of excess fat spill over my waistband. I should really buy a size up since that would at least make me look less fat in the end. But size 14, that’s XL/XXL. I ignore that and stubbornly keep buying size 12.

			Well, that’s not entirely true either, because I don’t actually buy new pants. I just keep wearing my old ones, the ones that are already a bit faded and stretched out. At least my big butt still fits into those, because there’s no way I can squeeze myself into the ones in the stores anymore. Do you know that animated movie The Incredibles? In it, the super-slim superheroine Elastigirl marries the man of her dreams, Mr. Incredible. About fifteen years and three kids later, they go on a superhero mission again for the first time, and suddenly, she critically examines her own backside. She’s turned into a big pear. That’s me too, but I’m still in denial.

			Sometimes I see fellow women-in-too-tight-pants walking around—I do know exactly what it looks like, and if you’re really unlucky, you’re even rocking a camel toe. But I don’t want to know, and what you don’t want to know doesn’t hurt, as I like to say. You have to keep life somewhat bearable.

			Size 12… It’s the average size of a Dutch woman. I am the average woman. Kind, pretty, warmhearted, caring… and exhausted. I used to be a unique girl, full of sparkling ideas and a ringing laugh. Now, I’m just sitting here, worn out. I’m done.

			§

			There was no reason, at least no obvious one. I was just squeezing myself into my pants, like always. For a former model like me, that shouldn’t be any trouble at all. I stood there, my hair still wet, making my shoulders feel cold and clammy. My legs were hairy and, to top it off, dry. I had forgotten body lotion again—getting into the habit of moisturizing just hasn’t worked out for me since my mornings started being so stressful. So, for about ten years now. Rarely body lotion.

			Plucking my eyebrows regularly? That I still manage. Haircuts often enough too; my hair could still flow beautifully if I stopped stuffing it into an elastic. At the back of my head, every day: a messy bun. I just can’t stand having hair in my face, and over time, I’ve gotten used to it. Of course, I still use face cream, since my skin always reminds me right after showering by pulling tight.

			There I stood. My underwear was wedged in my butt crack. From behind, you’d soon be able to see the ridges the seams had carved into my rear at the schoolyard. But I didn’t care, and you know why? Because the other moms weren’t much better off either.

			A MILF, a Mother I’d Like to Fuck—yeah, that sounds nice, but that only really applies in the first few years, when the kids are still babies or toddlers. When there’s still youthful strength in the mother, enough to carry the sleep deprivation, the constant not-being-able-to-do-what-you-want. And I do try my best. I’m not Roseanne Connor or Linda Carter, even though I feel like it sometimes. I still use lipstick and even a curling iron—when I get around to it.

			At the schoolyard, you see a lot of familiar faces when you have two kids in the upper grades. Take the mother of Job, one of my son’s classmates—I sometimes try to picture her in a flirty situation, once upon a time, maybe ten or fifteen years ago. I just can’t do it. Was she ever at a bar? Did she do sports? There’s no way of telling. The way she walks now, with that non-hairstyle, grown-out color, the drained look in her eyes—I try to picture her sitting at a barstool, but she instantly slides off, all blubbery, let alone ever having been a sexy teen or twenty-something.

			And don’t even get me started on the men, but that’s not what I was thinking about this morning. I was thinking about myself and how I haven’t exactly become more attractive. Always in my jogger-fabric blazers. My wet hair stuffed into a messy bun on my makeup-free face. I thought about where it all went wrong.

			Where…?

			I slid my (hairy) legs into my jeans and held my breath to get them buttoned. Denim is sturdy; it won’t just tear, and it knows how to keep your flab in place. I buttoned up my blazer, shook my breasts (huge cups) into position, and thought: I don’t want this anymore. Without any clear reason. I just didn’t want to anymore.

			§

			Bryan had already left for the gym, as always. The moment his alarm goes off, he jumps out of bed and heads out. Working out lets him “charge up” for the day and “let off some steam” before he has to sit behind his desk. At some point, I decided to let him have that. He enjoys it, and it’s healthy—how could I refuse my husband something like that? But suddenly, I wonder what on earth I was thinking. What could I have been doing with my mornings all this time?

			Drinking coffee in peace, without rushing. I’ve tried before to just sit there stoically, blowing on my mug, but in the end, I always find myself yelling at the table anyway. That it’s time, that they need to hurry up, that we’ll be late. Stressing with a cup of coffee in your hand is still just stressing, in the end.

			Let him make the kids’ lunch—while I just sit and drink my coffee. That’s what I should have done. I should have invested in that: a man can do it too, even when he discovers they don’t take their lunchboxes out of their bags; that they come back with the sandwich still inside. Even when he gets irritated finding mold in there and realizes he doesn’t have a lunchbox for them now. That there’s juice spilled all over the bag. That it stinks. I shouldn’t have solved it—he’s perfectly capable of figuring it out himself. I did, after all. Once the frustration builds up enough, you realize you have no choice but to start managing. You can punish them, punish them even harder, but you won’t change kids who forget everything. Unpacking bags, making sandwiches, setting out supplies, picking up shoes, grabbing jackets off chairs—that’s just how it is. Be glad they can finally dress themselves and brush their own teeth!

			Let Bryan look for the geography worksheets—while I, mmm, sip my coffee… How different would my marriage have been if I had done that? From the upper grades on, every Monday, Sam brought home a geography assignment, and two weeks later, there would be a test on Friday. In our case, I usually overheard a mother at school talking about her child’s tears, how they could hardly stop studying out of sheer anxiety. That’s when I would say, “Is there a test?” Sometimes I checked with the teacher, and sure enough, there were papers handed out. So where was Sam’s worksheet? We usually had about three days left—”we,” yes, by now it was my test too because I didn’t want to hear that my kid had broken down crying during a test because he hadn’t been able to study. At home, the great search would begin—between newspapers, in the mess in his room, among the papers that had all been dumped from his schoolbag, untouched—flyers for charity runs, notes about lunch duty, school themes, who-knows-what. And, apparently, also his homework. Then, after an hour or so of grumbling in frustration, the missing worksheet would suddenly appear in some random toy chest. “No idea how it got there, Mom. I didn’t put it in.” And then we’d start studying. Dyslexic kid, with his mother. After dinner. While Dad sat alone watching The Daily Show and laughed out loud.

			You know what else sounds amazing? Apparently, on some planets, it actually exists: reading the newspaper in the morning without having to answer a question after every paragraph about something your kids can’t find.

			“Do I have gym today?”

			“My shoes are definitely not where I took them off.”

			“I did hang my jacket on the coat rack, but it’s gone anyway!”

			But if you decide to go to the bathroom for just one second before tackling the hellish bike ride to school, suddenly it’s, “Mom, hurry up. I’m gonna be late because of you!”

			Petting the cat and just sitting there… With a newspaper. And a warm cup of coffee.

			§

			On the way to the schoolyard, on our Dutch bikes, because of the small streets and the short distance to school, I felt my aversion grow toward everything that made up my daily life. Biking through the city to school is a trial every single morning. Who are these lunatics speeding past swerving schoolchildren at fifty kilometers an hour? You can see they’re still learning! We ride in a line, and the whole way, I’m shouting ahead, “Not so close to the curb!”, “That car has the right of way.”, “Stop, Sam, just stop!” Neck craned forward on my bike. There was a time when I moved through traffic with a bit more grace…

			Well, we arrived alive, and the kids took off. Off to their friends and classrooms. For show, I wandered through the hallways for a bit, as if there were still some invisible child I actually had to escort all the way to class. Along the way, I greeted three other moms. That was the social part of my day—the greetings, I mean, not the moms. The highlight of my day—to quote Kevin Spacey in American Beauty. At least he was talking about masturbating, and I, for God’s sake, about a greeting! Those little “hellos” are my reason to put a smile on my face, and because my neurons respond positively to that, they form my social life.

			Julia is ten. Next week, eleven. She’s in fifth grade, and her big brother is in sixth. In less than two years, I won’t have to pick anyone up from school anymore, and those brief interactions will be gone from my life too. The small talk that means nothing, yet somehow fills my heart. And then? What will I do then?

			“Is Julia excited for the performance?”

			“Yeah, kind of. Is Erdal?”

			“Yeah, very!”

			And just like that, we’ve already walked past each other…

			“Can you help out on sports day?” the teacher called over the children’s heads. In the Netherlands, it’s very common for teachers to ask parents for a helping hand. Sometimes it is every week. It puts pressure on the parents, but there are always a few who make room. Like me.

			“I’ll check. When is it?” But I was only asking out of politeness, because I already knew I would help, and so did she. That’s why she asked me and not Camilla’s dad, who was standing right next to me. You can ask me for anything. Lice checks, the autumn nature table, the St. Nicholas parade, and decorating the Christmas tree. I organize reading mornings and serve as a judge for the talent show. I am her right hand. Joanne, the teaching assistant.

			I also often bike along with the kids, wearing a fluorescent vest, neck craned again, keeping an eye on them. I complain to Josie sometimes about how busy it is, but in reality, it gives me something to do.

			I waved. “I’ll get back to you. Bye-bye!”

			I closed the classroom door and read the notes taped to the outside. Requests for parents to help (cleaning), donate materials (cardboard milk and juice cartons), and bring food (class lunch). But today, suddenly, I found myself wondering why on earth I was making hot dog mummies for the entire class. Why was I driving four kids to the Nature Center?

			Confused, and a little worried, I turned around. What was wrong with me? A rising feeling took hold of me. A feeling of… sadness. In my stomach, there was a lump, a thing, a heavy mass growing warm until it started to hurt. Before long, an unstoppable wave of tears would come pouring out of me. It made me feel suffocated. Like I couldn’t breathe.

			I hurried out of the school. I tried to calm myself down by taking a detour on my bike. A little distraction would help. But nothing could lift my spirits. Not the market being set up, not the flower stand, and I didn’t even sit down on the bench by the canal. I had to go home. The door had to be locked.

			
		

		
			2.

			What a brilliant invention coffee with milk is. Cappuccino is warm and delicious. Back in the day—and I mean really twenty years ago—there was a time when we would still heat the milk in a saucepan, froth it up with a little whisk we had specially bought, and then pour it, scalding hot, into a mug. Later, Bryan bought an expensive machine that could grind the beans fresh and froth the milk at the same time. One push of a button for a restaurant-quality cappuccino.

			Nowadays, I have a Nespresso. It was supposed to be temporary. The expensive machine broke down so, we bought the cheapest one. But you know how that goes: it’s still here… I pour a splash of cold milk into my coffee and put my mug in the microwave for forty seconds to heat it back up. I don’t care today that this is a rather loveless way of making coffee. I’m just enjoying it. They can ring the doorbell all they want.

			§

			Bryan isn’t getting in. That was surprisingly easy; I simply left the key in the lock on the inside. Now he can’t do a thing. Well, except call my name and yell what the hell is going on. But I don’t know what’s going on so, I don’t answer.

			That I’m tired.

			That I’ve had enough.

			What good would it do him? What good would it do me? I don’t need understanding, I need peace. Silence, now. A cappuccino and a newspaper. I’ve turned off my phone—that was surprisingly easy, too.

			Outside, Bryan is pounding on the door. It even sounds like he’s kicking it every now and then. He’s shouting my name: “Joe, JOE! OPEN UP!” 

			That Joe, that’s me. It’s like I’m hearing it for the first time myself. Huh, I think at first. And then: My God, I’ve become Joe.

			Joanne Victoria, with her energetic, yes, sexy hope for the future, is now Joe Reynolds, the chubby, dull, exhausted mother of two kids. There are days when he even calls me “Mom,” for God’s sake. I warm my hands on my mug. I stay right where I am. Staring ahead, while in my head, a jumble of thoughts tumble over each other.

			It’s not like I’m the bitch he just called me; I’m well aware of how busy he is trying to land the next big contract. They’ve been working on it for months, and it looks like he’s really going to get it: the commission for an apartment building in Dutch Almere City. An entire building! Or better said: a Bryan Reynolds building. A place where people will actually live, love each other, and experience happiness and sorrow. Designed by the boy who once so timidly started drawing floor plans but gradually gained more confidence and established himself as an architect. He’s already had the chance to design small rows of houses, and of course, individual homes. But this… his own apartment complex. It would be a dream come true. It would also provide our family with income for the next five years. It would be amazing.

			It’s not that I don’t care about the money. I understand that it’s already a miracle we made it through the crisis years after 2008 so well. It’s not like I want to take away his chance at this project; I did think about him when I simply closed the door. He can, for example, just leave his gym bag in the car and take his perfumed self and his three regular employees to a café for an off-site meeting. That’s fun, isn’t it? A little break from the routine. The only thing he has to do is figure it out himself this time: a flexible solution for an unexpected problem.

			They’re still working out some details in the design, especially the skylights, which make the project more expensive for the developer but would give the stairwell a truly majestic feel. The top floor would rightfully have luxurious lofts that way. Bryan would also love to build a stylish entrance hall downstairs, preferably large enough to serve as a communal space—secretly, he dreams of an indoor swimming pool, but that’s obviously not happening. The developer insists that instead of an open, spacious area, he should squeeze in another apartment, even if it’s just a tiny studio. Profit comes from square footage, after all, not from living comfort. Beautiful spaces create well-being, not revenue, and you know how those bastards think.

			Anyway. Bryan still has some ethical objections to cramming people together, but we already know how this will end: after some initial resistance, he’ll take the money and just house the tenants a little more tightly. The scenario is familiar, and it really doesn’t make any difference whether I rush to open the door now or not.

			So here I sit. Joanne Reynolds-Victoria, forty-two years old. A ma’am now, a housewife. The last thing I remember is becoming a mother at thirty, one of the first in our friend group. Just before the word MILF was invented, but I was definitely one. Flowing blonde hair and heels behind the stroller, mind you. The laughing, energetic mother of a tough little boy and the hot girlfriend of a rising architect. I didn’t understand what other mothers were complaining about. If you put in a little effort, you could manage just fine. I literally said that—I confess. I was a talented chick with Baywatch looks—okay, maybe I’m exaggerating, am I not allowed to for once?

			A MILF, then, and I loved every second with baby Sam, my own little dream prince. He was so adorable and adventurous, with almond-shaped eyes and his mom’s full lips. A dream son. I was in seventh heaven—who thinks about doing anything else with their life? Of course, I wanted to experience it again and then came funny Julia, the stubborn mini-me who had her dad wrapped around her little finger from day one.

			The next moment I caught up with myself is now. Yesterday, I became a mother at thirty, and today, at forty-two, I’m locking my husband and his employees outside. Called a bitch just so I can be alone in my own house. I sigh. If I could, I’d fight it, but some forces of nature are too strong for mere humans.

			The last thing I remember about the world is terrorists flying into the Twin Towers—were they ever caught? I’m exaggerating, of course, I do know that Osama Bin Laden is dead. Beyond that, I remember attacks, floods, famine, problems in education, and what else—oh, right, a change of throne. Soccer matches won and lost. A Dutch speed skater made the wrong lane change and lost his gold medal with that, and every year, some writer won a literary prize. All this information is somewhere in my head, tossed onto a pile as if it were a landfill. Plane crashes and the terrifying rise of terrorist organizations are just more debris in my brain. Bank managers rewarding themselves, and department store employees being forced to take pay cuts…

			My head is like the attic where you keep dumping things, thinking one day you’ll go through it all in peace. Until one day, you step inside and wonder how the hell it became such a mess. And in a moment of despair, you realize a massive cleanup is needed. That’s going to take a while. Maybe someone could install a skylight for me, so I can let some air in?

			My children were born: stitches, breast infections, chamomile tea, and fruit purées. There was preschool and daycare. Diapers and strollers. Elementary school. There were birthdays with candles and photo prints on marzipan. There were parents—mine—who thought they could just take care of the kids as grandparents, and there was my brother Jacob, who suddenly became a recluse. Grandpa and Grandma emigrated—my parents, who didn’t even send birthday cards anymore. The Reynolds family welcomed us with open arms, but I was the cuckoo chick in the nest. Laughing, eating, drinking.

			Our house was our home. There were broken pipes and a clogged toilet. The boiler broke down, and the power went out more than once—but all we had to do was flip the switch in the fuse box. Every spring, the shrubs bloomed, and one year, March showers snapped all the Annabelle hydrangeas. There were baby bathtubs on the grass and sprinklers to run through, screaming. There were water guns, water balloons, and even, once, some kind of homemade water slide.

			The rise of a show that Bryan first got hooked on and then became a daily ritual for both of us. TV. The commotion around politicians and celebrity affairs. A president of Turkey was re-elected, one in Russia was maybe starting a war, and the one in America had to fight. Jihadists. Beheadings. There was something, there was everything.

			Wine. Lots of wine. That’s what I need… A loud bang makes me jump. Did Bryan seriously just smash a window?

			§

			I get up and walk to the door. What a noise glass makes when it shatters! I don’t feel any stress or a racing heartbeat. I just don’t care, except that it seems a bit excessive on Bryan’s part. Pointless too, because he still can’t get in. First of all, the window is too high for him, and it looks too narrow anyway. But more importantly, now there are glass shards everywhere. There’s no way he can climb through that safely—he’d slit his own arteries! I open the door.

			Bryan looks furious, his face flushed red with anger. But as soon as he sees me, he seems startled and quickly composes himself. That, in turn, startles me; is it really that bad? His employees stand behind him, looking awkward. Fernande, Mohammed, and intern Billy-Joe—a nice mix of cultures and genders, all in their twenties. Always polite to the wife-of. Which only makes me feel even older than I already do.

			“What are you doing?” Bryan asks, confused.

			I look at him. Into his kind, reliable eyes. Over the years, he’s only gotten more handsome. Graying at the temples in his chocolate-brown hair. His jackets fit perfectly because they’re actually tailored to his body. His shoulders are straight, just like his back. He is slim, successful, and athletic. And a sweetheart too. 

			And then there’s me…

			Rolls spilling over my waistband, wrinkles from lack of sleep. Desperate, unreasonable… He’ll have to see in my expression that I don’t know anymore either because that’s the truth. I have no words for it. In the end, I blurt out, “I need to go to the gym.” No idea why.

			He looks back. Searching for information and then, finally, resigning himself. “Yeah, do that, go work up a sweat.” He lets me go. In a split second, he’s decided. Adjusting his schedule is probably a greater horror to him than sending his confused wife off into the world.

			Once, we were students who would rather miss a lecture than a morning quickie. Now, he’s perfectly fine with me stepping aside so he can quickly catch up on his morning meeting. He no longer laughs, teasingly pulls me back onto the mattress with his strong arms wrapped around me, running his fingers over my stomach—the bare skin under my top—until he inevitably found my breasts, or so I hoped. The moment his thumb so much as brushed over my nipple, I would already be stretching toward him. We were students, desiring each other the moment we woke up. We only had to smile, and we wanted each other again. My fingers tangled in his morning hair, and his hand was already stroking my hips.

			Not anymore. Now, we sigh and step out of bed, each on our own side. He has responsibilities, I know that, but suddenly, it hits me—I miss it.

			The guys quickly head upstairs, quietly, to where the workspace is built. Unlike many of his colleagues, Bryan actually designed our house himself. It’s really not something every architect gets the chance to do—you need municipal approval, a lot of persuasion, and mountains of paperwork. And designing your own dream home is harder than you’d think. What is your ultimate vision in a world without limits? Many architect-designed homes become a chaotic mix of styles, but Bryan didn’t fall into that trap. Then, there was also the construction itself to oversee, something usually handled by the project developer. It was a massive job, for God’s sake. But he did it.

			The magical moment when a designer sees his idea take shape for the first time… I mean truly take shape, in 3D and at full scale. Normally, it’s already an achievement if you manage to turn an idea into a model—I imagine it must be wonderful just to have ideas at all—but now, actual posts were being driven into the ground, and the materials he had so carefully considered and chosen with such conviction were being delivered. You have no idea how euphoric a designer feels when reaching such an immense milestone—or what am I rambling about? I don’t know either. I just stood next to him and watched. I wrapped an arm around his deeply happy shoulders while rocking the stroller at the same time.

			After that, building a house goes fast. Almost as fast as starting a family: blink twice, and suddenly, there are four of you sitting at the table. Every morning. Every evening. Well, almost at the same time as the babies, we had our house. His house. I stood beside him with love. The night after we moved in, when I saw the emotion in his eyes, I felt overwhelmed with happiness myself. A real house—he had done it. We had done it. I mirrored his achievements, and it felt as if they were my own. Joanne the architect, partner of Bryan, mother of two. I shared in his success without having to do the work. It was a wonderful time. Every weekend, I drank the wine he poured for me, and he ate the canapés I made for him.

			“Do you need anything?” he finally asks.

			My voice is hoarse. “You need to sweep this up later.”

			His eyes flick over the mess of shattered glass he created. A dustpan and brush, that’s all. It’s just a small window, easy to board up. We’ll probably say something about marbles or an unlucky soccer ball if people ask. He nods, trying to look
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