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Prologue

	The kettle had been screaming for thirty seconds before Lydia Kane heard it. She stood at the kitchen window, coffee mug already in hand, watching the neighbor's dog dig furiously at the corner of the fence in the grey morning light. She watched without really seeing. She was thinking about nothing in particular, which was unusual for her, because Lydia Kane was a woman who usually thought about everything at once — the venue layouts she needed to finalize before noon, the caterer's callback she was expecting by ten, the small unresolved disagreement she and Marcus had failed to address before he fell asleep the night before.

	She turned the kettle off. Poured the water. Stood at the counter and wrapped both hands around the warmth of the mug and felt, for one long and uncomplicated moment, completely ordinary. Seven years of mornings had taught her the particular comfort of this — the reliable smell of ground coffee mixing with the faint clean scent of dish soap, the morning light arriving through the kitchen window at precisely this angle every Tuesday between seven-fifteen and seven-twenty, the soft sound of the house waking around her like a living thing.

	She and Marcus had built this together. The house, the routine, the specific and carefully assembled texture of their life. She had chosen this kitchen floor — the wide oak boards — during a renovation three years ago that had taken four months and cost twice what they had budgeted and driven them both, briefly, to a level of mutual irritation they had laughed about afterward. She had chosen the curtains that let in the morning light at exactly this angle. She had chosen the coffee brand, the mugs, the small blue bowl on the windowsill that contained nothing except a smooth grey stone she had picked up on a beach in Portugal on their honeymoon.

	She had chosen Marcus, too. In the years since the wedding she had sometimes lost sight of that fact — that she had chosen him, actively, deliberately, from the full range of the world's available men. He was not a perfect man and she had not expected perfection. He worked too hard and sometimes forgot to call. He had a habit of walking into rooms already mid-thought, so that his first sentence to you often made no sense at all. He held grudges against sports teams but not against people, which she had always thought a respectable arrangement.

	She had chosen him because when he laughed his whole face changed in a way she had never seen on another person. Because he had sat with her in the hospital waiting room for six hours when her mother had her hip replaced without once checking his phone. Because on their third date he had noticed that she ordered her coffee without sugar and three weeks later, without being asked, he had remembered. It was such a small thing. She had told Elena about it and Elena had said that a man who remembers how you take your coffee is either paying real attention or running a file on you, and Lydia had laughed and known, somehow, that it was the former. She had been very certain of that.

	Standing in the kitchen on an ordinary Tuesday morning in October, she did not know that the version of her life she had been living — the one where Marcus noticed and remembered and sat in waiting rooms — was ending. She did not know that by four-thirty that afternoon nothing would be the same. There was no prickling at the back of her neck, no disturbance in the quality of the light. The dog next door finished its digging and sat back on its haunches with an air of deep satisfaction. Lydia drank her coffee.

	She went upstairs to find her husband, and found the bed already empty, and found a note on the pillow that said Early call, back by six, and she thought nothing of it at all. She showered and dressed and ate a piece of toast standing at the counter reading the news on her phone. She grabbed her bag and her keys and went out to her car and drove to work through the thin autumn light, and nothing about the morning told her anything. This is how it happens. Not with thunder. Not with a sign sent specifically for you.

	The day passed the way days pass when you do not know they are your last of a particular kind. Lydia went to work and sat in two meetings and contributed usefully to both. She ate lunch at her desk. She answered forty-one emails and resolved a minor dispute about parking arrangements at a corporate venue and called the caterer back to reschedule the morning callback to the afternoon. She drove home in the ordinary blue dusk of an autumn evening listening to the radio, thinking about what to make for dinner, the specific domestic planning of a woman whose life was organized and full and apparently fine. She turned into her street and saw her own front door and felt the small familiar relief that is simply: home.

	Just a Tuesday. A woman with a coffee mug. A house that still looks like home. And somewhere, in the hours ahead, a knock at a door that will rearrange everything — not loudly, not with drama, but with the specific quiet devastation of a truth that has been waiting for exactly this moment to make itself known.

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	The Life She Believed In

	The Hendricks-Sorenson wedding was going to require the kind of careful management that Lydia Kane had long ago learned to apply systematically rather than emotionally. She had known this since the first consultation, when both mothers had sat on opposite sides of the conference table as though they were already at war and the wedding was simply the next theater of a conflict that had no discernible beginning. They had disagreed about the venue, the table arrangements, the color of the bridesmaids' dresses, and the precise meaning of the word 'intimate' as applied to a guest list of two hundred and forty people.

	She could handle difficult mothers. She had one of her own, which had provided an excellent foundation in the particular art of listening actively while simultaneously running a separate parallel thought process about how to redirect a conversation toward achievable outcomes. She had spent nine years as an event coordinator and the past four as director of her own small firm, and she had learned, through trial and error and several near-disasters involving weather and unreliable vendors, that the most useful thing you could do in any crisis was refuse to panic before the other person did.

	The flower problem, as she had come to call it internally, presented itself on a Wednesday morning in October while she was on the phone with the florist and simultaneously answering an email from the venue about parking. The bride wanted white roses. The groom's mother had specifically requested that there be no white roses because her late husband had been buried with white roses and she found them distressing. The bride's mother had specifically requested white roses because they were, in her exact words, 'traditional and elegant and non-negotiable.' Lydia had thanked the florist, hung up, and stared at the ceiling for sixty seconds.

	"The problem," she told her assistant, whose name was also Marcus — a coincidence she had initially found amusing and by this point entirely stopped noticing — "is that I need a rose that is simultaneously white and not white. What I need from you, Marcus, is a florist who understands the concept of creative ambiguity in floral arrangements." Marcus-her-assistant, who was twenty-three and pragmatic and deeply unimpressed by the complexity of other people's family dynamics, looked up from his phone. "Cream roses?" he offered. Lydia stared at him. Then she picked up her pen and wrote it down.

	Her office was small by deliberate design — she had chosen a space that required her to go out into the world to do her work, rather than sitting behind a large desk waiting for it to come to her. She had three staff: Marcus-her-assistant, meticulous Priya who was slightly anxious and therefore invaluable in a crisis, and Roger the part-time bookkeeper who came in on Wednesdays and regarded their accounts with the expression of a man who had seen worse but would prefer not to. She was fond of all three of them in the specific way

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
