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You broke me. I loved you anyway.

	I gave you forever. You gave me reasons.

	 




	

	Chapter One

	The Letter Arrives

	

	The post arrived at half past eleven, as it always did.

	Nadia heard the letterbox click from the kitchen and did not move. She was standing at the counter with her second cup of coffee going cold in her hands, watching rain drag itself down the window in long diagonal lines. There was nothing urgent about the morning. Callum had left for Edinburgh at six — she'd heard him, distantly, through the sleep she'd been trying to hold onto — and the flat was doing that particular thing it did when he was away, settling into a silence that was almost comfortable, almost companionable, almost enough.

	She heard the letterbox. She didn't move.

	The coffee had been too hot when she'd poured it and now it wasn't, and this was the kind of thing that stood in for larger feelings when you were thirty-eight and tired in a way that sleep didn't quite fix. She stood with it. She watched the rain.

	After a while, she went to pick up the post.

	

	Three envelopes. A credit card statement addressed to both of them. A gallery catalogue from a ceramicist in Margate she'd been meaning to follow up. And a white envelope, handwritten, her name in slanted, deliberate letters.

	She didn't recognize the handwriting. She stood in the hallway with the three envelopes fanned in her hand and looked at the white one for long enough that the credit card statement fell to the floor. She left it there.

	She went back to the kitchen and put the envelope on the counter. Filled the kettle. Set it to boil. Got a clean mug from the cabinet. Put a teabag in it, loose leaves — the kind Callum called pretentious and she called the only tea worth drinking — and waited for the kettle.

	She knew, already. She could not have explained how. The envelope sat on the white counter in the grey morning light and she stood with her back to it and she knew the way you know a smell before you've identified it, the way your body receives information your mind is still processing.

	The kettle boiled. She made the tea. She turned around.

	

	❧

	

	The letter was two pages, handwritten on cream paper, the handwriting consistent and measured. The woman who had written this had taken care with it. She had thought about every word.

	Her name was Seren Vale. She had written that at the top, just her name, as if Nadia might know it — and Nadia did know it, in the way you know a word in a foreign language after you've heard it once in the wrong context. A name she'd seen on her husband's phone a long time ago, in the early months, before the first confession. She had not let herself look further. She had told herself she'd imagined the significance.

	She hadn't, of course. She had simply chosen not to know.

	The letter began: I have thought a great deal about whether to write this. I've concluded that you deserve to know the whole shape of it. Not the version you were given.

	Nadia set the letter down. Picked up her tea. The mug was warm in both hands.

	She read it again from the beginning.

	

	Seren Vale was Welsh, precise, and — this was the detail Nadia kept snagging on — not unkind. The letter was not a weapon. It was not triumphant. It was the account of a woman who had done something she understood to have been wrong and who could not carry the silence of it any longer. She had moved abroad, the letter said. She had accepted a position in Oslo. She wasn't writing to wound. She was writing because she believed that the truth, even now, even ugly and late, was owed.

	Then came the facts.

	Not three months. Eighteen. Beginning in October two years ago, three months before Callum had come to Nadia with his truncated confession, his carefully managed version of events. Ongoing, without pause, for six months after that confession. Physical throughout. Not a moment of weakness. A sustained, parallel thing.

	Nadia read the dates. She was a person who worked with art — with the deliberate arrangement of things to create meaning — and she understood, looking at the dates, what they were doing. They were dismantling fourteen months of her own reconstruction. Fourteen months of work she had done on herself, on their marriage, on her own willingness to believe that the man she'd chosen could make a catastrophic mistake and then stop. She had done that work in good faith. She had been doing it on false data.

	She read the letter a third time.

	Then she folded it precisely along its original creases and put it back in the envelope and laid the envelope flat on the counter.

	She drank her tea. It had gone the wrong temperature again.

	

	❧

	

	She called Delia at quarter past twelve.

	'I need to come over,' she said. Not: something has happened. Not: I've had news. Just that — the direction of movement, the destination, the simplest possible logistics of what came next.

	Delia said, 'I'll put the kettle on.'

	Because Delia was a divorce attorney and one of the most pragmatic people Nadia had ever known, and because they had been friends for sixteen years, and because Delia had the particular gift of not requiring context before offering the right response. She didn't ask. She said she'd put the kettle on.

	Nadia picked up her keys. She left the letter on the counter. Then she went back and put it in her coat pocket.

	The flat was quiet around her. The rain was still moving down the windows. Below, the city was doing what the city always did — indifferent, articulate, proceeding — and she stood at the door with her hand on the latch and looked back at the kitchen, the white counter, the cold mug, the kettle she'd left on its stand.

	The morning, she thought, had been such an ordinary one.

	She let herself out.

	 


Chapter Two

	The Marriage Before

	
	Delia's flat in Haggerston smelled of ground coffee and the particular lavender candle she'd burned in every home she'd ever lived in for as long as Nadia had known her. It was a smell that meant safety, or at least the nearest available approximation of it, and Nadia sat at the kitchen island with both hands around a mug and felt something loosen in her chest that she hadn't known was braced.

	Delia read the letter without interrupting herself. She was the kind of reader who gave things their full attention, even things she found devastating, especially those. When she finished, she set it down, folded it back precisely the way it had come, and looked at Nadia.

	'How long have you been carrying this today?'

	'Two hours, roughly.'

	'And you're—' Delia paused. Recalibrated. 'You look like someone who's doing mathematics.'

	'I am doing mathematics.' Nadia turned the mug in her hands. 'I'm working out what I knew versus what I accepted. I'm calculating the overlap.'

	Delia was quiet for a moment. Then: 'Tell me about it from the beginning.'

	'Which beginning?'

	'The one before all of this.'

	
	She had met Callum Voss at an architecture awards ceremony in the autumn of 2013.

	She had been there representing the Rowe Museum, where she was then the contemporary acquisitions curator, because they had commissioned the installation that had won Callum's firm its first major public award. She had not expected to speak to him. She'd expected a room full of men who considered art a form of decoration and architects who considered museums a form of storage.

	He had found her at the bar and argued with her immediately, and without any of the social lubricant she had been expecting.

	'The installation doesn't work,' he'd said, by way of opening. Not hello. Not introduction. Just the direct line to the opinion.

	She had turned and looked at him — the jaw set slightly forward, the tie loosened already, some internal argument still running across his face — and said, 'It works exactly as it was designed to.'

	'Then it was designed to fail. You've put a site-specific piece inside a context that erases its site-specificity. You've given a work about industrial memory a white-cube installation. It's—' He stopped. Something shifted in his expression. 'You chose the placement.'

	'I curated the acquisition,' she said. 'I recommended the placement. My director overruled me.'

	A pause. The faintest recalibration.

	'What placement would you have chosen?'

	She told him. He listened, which was a thing not everyone did when she spoke about work — fully listened, not waiting for his turn. And then he argued with her again, but differently: engaged, interested, genuinely curious about the place where their thinking diverged.

	She thought, in the sharp and involuntary way of a verdict being delivered: this one.

	She had not been wrong, exactly. That was part of what made
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