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	DISCLAIMER

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. This novel is intended for adult readers. The emotional situations depicted are fictional representations intended for entertainment and reflection. Parents and guardians are encouraged to consider whether the content is appropriate for younger readers before sharing.

	 


 

	For every woman who has been busy being useful.

	And for Rachel — whoever she is in your life —

	who asks the right question.

	Also for the women who taught me that silence has a shape,

	and that the most courageous thing is to say the difficult thing

	in the quiet room, without drama, without performance,

	with simply the truth and the willingness to let it land.

	You know who you are.

	This book is for you.
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INTRODUCTION: BEFORE YOU BEGIN

	This book did not begin with a betrayal. It began with a silence.

	I want to be precise about this, because precision matters when we are talking about the specific kind of harm that accrues in long relationships — the harm that is not dramatic, not sudden, not the kind that announces itself with a recognisable crisis but rather the kind that builds so slowly, so quietly, so thoroughly woven into the ordinary fabric of daily life that you do not notice it until you are standing in the light of something that has stripped everything else away and you can finally see the shape of what was there all along.

	Elena Marsh's story, as you will find it in these pages, begins with a name on a screen. But the story underneath that story — the one that made the name on the screen possible, that created the conditions in which it could remain unexamined for as long as it did — began much earlier. It began in the slow, incremental, entirely plausible erosion of a woman's relationship with herself. In the accumulated accommodations. In the choices that made sense one at a time and amounted, over years, to something that made no sense at all.

	This is a work of fiction. Elena Marsh does not exist in the way you and I exist. And yet I suspect that many of you, reading her story, will recognise something. Not necessarily the specific circumstances — a long marriage, a particular betrayal, a particular set of children and a particular house and a particular French market table — but the shape of something underneath the circumstances. The shape of a woman who has been so busy maintaining a life that she has stopped living it. The shape of a person who has slowly, without quite intending to, made themselves invisible in their own story.

	That recognition, if it comes, is not an accusation. It is not a judgment on the women who find themselves in Elena's position, or in positions adjacent to it, or in positions that share its essential quality — the quality of having arrived somewhere that no single decision led to, that is the accumulated result of a thousand small decisions that seemed, at the time, entirely reasonable. It is not a failing of character or intelligence or self-awareness. It is something that happens, that has always happened, that will continue to happen as long as we live in a world that rewards women for their availability to others more consistently than it rewards them for their investment in themselves.

	But recognition, however it comes, is also an opportunity.

	This is what Elena discovers. Not immediately, not cleanly, not without grief and anger and the specific exhaustion of having to reconstruct your own life from what remains after a crisis. But she discovers it. The recognition that she has been absent from herself becomes, rather than merely a wound, a door. Something to walk through, into a life that is more fully hers.

	This novel is for anyone who has ever built their life primarily around another person and found themselves, one day, uncertain of who they are without that structure. It is for anyone who has ever made themselves smaller in a relationship — not through any single dramatic choice but through the accumulation of unremarkable ones. It is for anyone who has ever been busy. Not in the superficial, performative way of busyness, but in the genuine, deep, consuming way of someone who has taken responsibility for a household, a family, a marriage, a set of logistical demands that would exhaust a small army, and has done so with competence and love and the quiet conviction that this was the right thing to do, and has looked up one day and found that the right thing left very little room for themselves.

	It is for the woman who is told she is lucky, and who works very hard to believe it.

	It is for the woman who loved someone fiercely, and built something real, and is trying to understand what remains when the structure of that thing is gone.

	It is, most of all, for the woman who is ready — however frightening the readiness — to ask herself what she wants.

	Not what is right. Not what is fair. Not what the situation requires or what other people need or what the world will say. What she, specifically and authentically and with the full weight of her own attention, wants from her one life.

	That question changes things.

	It does not resolve everything. It does not make the pain smaller or the practical difficulties less difficult or the grief less real. It does not produce a clean ending or a satisfying arc or the closure that we sometimes believe we are owed by our own stories. What it does is simpler and more radical than any of those things: it makes the person asking it present in their own life. It places her in the room of her own experience, attending to herself, alive to her own desires and limits and possibilities in the way that she has perhaps been alive to everyone else's for years.

	That is what Elena Marsh finds, in the course of this story. Not a solution. A self.

	I hope you find something in these pages that belongs to you.

	Elena's story is one version of what happens when a woman asks the question.

	Yours will be your own.

	Read on.

	 


PROLOGUE

	There is a particular kind of silence that lives in a marriage. Not the comfortable silence of two people who no longer need to fill every breath with words — that silence is warm, like a blanket you have worn thin from use, familiar in its weight and shape, something you reach for in the dark without having to look. The silence I mean is the other kind. The kind that has teeth. The kind that settles between two people like a third body in the bed, cold and still and impossible to ignore once you have noticed it is there, pressing against the space where warmth used to be.

	I noticed it on a Tuesday.

	Not because Tuesday was remarkable. Not because the sun sat at a different angle or the birds sang a different song or the coffee tasted different in my mouth. Tuesday was ordinary in every visible way — the same school run, the same morning traffic, the same radio programme I half-listened to while navigating the roundabout by the park. I had dropped the children at school. I had returned home to the house Daniel and I had spent eleven months renovating, the house we had argued over tiles and light fixtures and the precise shade of white for the kitchen walls — Elephant's Breath versus Cornforth White, a distinction that had felt, at the time, like it mattered enormously, though I understood now that what we had really been arguing about was control, about whose vision would

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
