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Chapter One: The Letter That Should Not Exist
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Three months of silence.

That was what the law had given her.

Three months of no red envelopes. No unknown numbers. No shadows at the edge of her vision. Three months of Malik sleeping through the night, of Kenneth calling before he came over, of something that almost — almost — resembled ordinary life.

Kathy had started to trust it.

That was her first mistake.

The letter arrived on a Tuesday. Not slipped under the door this time. Not dropped through the mail slot. Delivered by courier. Signed for. Which meant someone had sent it with her full name and current address through an official channel. Which meant someone was no longer hiding.

She stood in the hallway holding it for a long time before she opened it.

The paper inside was cream-coloured and expensive — the kind that came from a lawyer's office or a very old family. The handwriting was not Ben's. It was looping, feminine, controlled. She read it slowly, once, and then again.


Mrs. Cole. You don't know me. But I know everything about you.

My name is Adaeze Mensah. I was engaged to Benjamin Cole for two years before you married him. I was the woman he practised on.

He is out. And he came to me first.

We need to talk. Not because I want to help you. But because we want the same thing.

— A


There was a number at the bottom.

Kathy read the letter a third time. Then she did something she had not done in months. She poured herself a drink at nine in the morning.

She didn't call Kenneth.

She called the number.

It rang three times. Then a voice answered — low, precise, carrying the kind of calm that came from surviving something rather than avoiding it.

"I wondered how long you'd take," the woman said.

"He's really out?" Kathy asked.

A pause.

"He walked out of that facility six days ago. Temporary relocation became full release on a procedural technicality. His lawyer is very good."

Kathy's grip on the phone tightened.

"How do you know all of this?"

"Because I've been watching him for four years," Adaeze said simply. "Since the day I finally understood what he was."

The silence between them was heavy with the weight of shared experience neither of them had yet named.

"What do you want?" Kathy asked.

"The same thing you do." A pause. "I want it to be permanent this time."

Kathy set her glass down.

Outside, Breshtle moved through its morning the way it always did — unbothered, unaware, ordinary. But something had shifted in the air. She could feel it the way you feel a change in weather before the clouds arrive.

Ben was free.

And this time, he hadn't come to her first. That was either very good or very bad. She didn't yet know which.
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Chapter Two: Kenneth in Winter
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She told Kenneth that night.

She had decided not to wait, not to calculate, not to protect him from it the way she used to protect herself — by carrying everything alone until it crushed her. She had learned the cost of that particular habit.

He listened without interrupting. That was one of the things she had come to understand about him. When something mattered, he went very still — not cold, not detached, but focused, like a man recalibrating in real time.

When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

"He's been out six days," he said finally.

"Yes."

"And he went to her instead of you."

"Yes."

Kenneth stood and walked to the window. The city below was doing what cities did at night — glowing and moving and pretending nothing was wrong.

"That's not like him," he said.

"No," Kathy agreed. "It's not."

"Which means he's changed his approach."

"Or someone changed it for him."

Kenneth turned. His eyes were sharp.

"William," he said.

Kathy hadn't said it. But she had thought it.

"He disappeared after the hotel," she said. "No contact. Nothing."

"Men like William don't disappear," Kenneth said. "They reposition."

He moved back toward her, slower than usual, something heavier in his posture than she was used to seeing.

"There's something I need to tell you,” he said.

She waited.

"Istanbul wasn't the only thing."

The room shifted slightly, the way rooms do when the air inside them changes.

"There's a man," he said. "His name is Dariusz. Polish. He runs money across three continents. I worked for him once — a long time ago, before I understood what his business actually was."

Kathy felt the stillness settle around her.

"When I stopped," Kenneth continued, "he let me go. Because I knew things he preferred to stay quiet. It was an arrangement. I stayed silent. He left me alone."

"And now?"

"Someone has been sending him information. About me. About what I know." His jaw tightened. "About you."

The word landed like a stone dropped into still water.

"You think it's Ben," she said.

"I think it's whoever Ben is working with now."

"William."

"Maybe."

Kathy stood. She thought it through — not quickly, not reactively, but steadily, the way she had learned to think when the ground was moving.

"So Ben gets out, goes to Adaeze — a woman connected to his past — and simultaneously someone leaks information about you to a man who has every reason to want me as leverage against you."

Kenneth looked at her steadily.

"Yes."

"This is coordinated," she said.

"Yes."

She exhaled slowly.

"They're not coming after me this time," she said. "They're coming after everything around me."

Kenneth didn't deny it. And that — more than anything — told her how serious it was.
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Chapter Three: Adaeze
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They met in a café on the east side of Breshtle. Neutral ground. Public enough to be safe, private enough to talk.

Kathy arrived first. She chose a table by the window, ordered tea she didn't want, and studied the door.

Adaeze walked in at exactly the time she had said she would.

She was tall. Dark-skinned, elegant, with the kind of posture that came from being told from childhood to take up space unapologetically. She wore no jewellery except a single gold ring on her right hand — not a wedding band, something older. Something chosen. She scanned the room and found Kathy immediately.

Their eyes met. There was no warmth in it. But there was recognition — the particular recognition of two people who had survived the same storm from different angles.

Adaeze sat down without small talk.

"You're more composed than I expected," she said.

"What did you expect?"

"Fear," Adaeze said simply. "Most women who've been through what you have still wear it."

"I've had time," Kathy said.

"So have I." Adaeze folded her hands on the table. "Four years, two months, and eleven days since I left him. I counted for a while. Then I stopped counting and started preparing."

"Preparing for what?"

Adaeze looked at her levelly. For exactly this.

"You knew he'd get out."

"I knew the system wasn't built to hold men like Ben. It's built to process them. There's a difference."

Kathy wrapped her hands around her cup.

"Tell me about you and





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE WOMAN WHO ¢
B}JRNED BACK

)

e

BOOK TWO IN THE LIFE TO PLEASE SERIES

C.K. KADWO'

-

=





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





