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Chapter 1:She Left
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They called it the Garden of Eden, though it hadn’t felt like paradise to Anaya in years. The heart of

Medway was made of old bricks and forgotten corners, where hope pressed itself into alleyways

and held tight to the past.

In the kitchen of a ground-floor flat tucked between two quiet terraced houses, the smell of curry

goat and rice and peas filled the air. It was Monday. She didn’t care. Rice and peas were supposed

to be for Sundays, but routine had long been replaced by necessity.

Anaya stirred the pot slowly. Her thoughts were elsewhere. Nina, her five-year-old, was in the other

room with a set of markers and a white wall she had been told not to touch. The television

murmured low in the background. The small window above the cooker was cracked open, letting in

Cold air and the scent of wet concrete. Evening light stretched across the floor.

She didn’t look like the kind of Black girl people expected. She never had. At thirty-two, Anaya

walked differently through the world. Burgundy hair fell past her shoulders. Silver rings pierced

both her nostrils and her brow. Black and crimson tattoos curled over her skin, visible no matter

what she wore. People stared. They always had.

She dressed in black every day. Not because it was trendy, but because choice overwhelmed her.

Picking an outfit felt like stepping into a storm. Autism and ADHD made noise where there

shouldn’t be any. Uniform brought peace. Familiarity kept her steady.

There was no one she could call if things broke down. Her mother had been a narcissist, soft-voiced

and sharp. Her father drifted in and out, lost to his own damage. Her siblings stopped calling. Her

aunties excused it all. Ten years had passed without a word. She had built a whole life out of

silence.

But she had Nina. And she had herself. For now, that was enough.

A knock broke through the low hum of the flat. Firm. Measured. Not friendly.

She froze.

No one was supposed to come today.

She turned the flame low, wiped her hands on her leggings, and walked to the door. Her chest

tightened with each step. Through the peephole stood a tall white man with a blonde ponytail and a

denim jacket. Five earrings in one ear. He looked nervous. Out of place.

She didn’t move.

Then she unlocked the door.

She opened the door slowly. Her eyebrows drew together.

“Hi?” she said. Her voice was cautious. Confused.

The man looked up. He seemed surprised by how young she was, and how guarded. He swallowed.

“Sorry to show up like this. Are you Anaya?”

Her expression shifted. Eyebrows lowered. Eyes steady.

“Hi,” she repeated. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Eli. I... I think we need to talk.”

There was a pause. The smell of curry and thyme still drifted in from the kitchen. Anaya tilted her

head slightly. Her arms folded before she realised she was doing it.

Eli shifted his weight, reached into his pocket, and pulled out his phone.

“I’m sorry. This is going to sound mad, but I went through my boyfriend’s phone last night. His

name is Jamie and he has been seeing your boyfriend, Marcus.

The name hit her hard. Like a punch she hadn’t braced for.

Anaya didn’t speak. She didn’t move.

Eli hesitated, then continued. “I looked him up on Facebook. That’s how I found you. It says you’re

in a relationship with him.”

Her mouth opened, then closed. No sound came. When it finally did, it was a whisper.

“You’re boyfriend has been with Marcus?’’

Eli nodded. His eyes searched hers.

Anaya lifted a hand to her mouth. She caught the gasp before it left her throat. The ground beneath

her stayed still, but everything inside her tilted.

Marcus.

The man who came home later and later. The one who went cold without warning. The man who

stopped touching her, who snapped at questions and met silence with more silence. The one who

made her doubt herself. The one who convinced her the bruises were her fault.

She had always suspected something. Sometimes it was the way he looked at other men. Sometimes

it was the way he asked her to do things in bed that left her stomach tight. But she pushed it down.

Told herself she was being paranoid. Blamed herself.

Marcus was mixed — Indian and Black — and knew how to blend in. He could charm anyone in

public. Behind closed doors, he was something else. He knew how to smile for the world and strike

when it wasn’t looking.

But the mask was slipping.

Eli held out the phone. The screen was lit, messages still open. Anaya took it with fingers that

wouldn’t stop shaking.

The texts were clear. Intimate. Raw. Another life unfolding through messages she was never meant

to see.

She closed her eyes. Let the breath leave her lungs slowly. Then gave the phone back without a

word.

Nina’s voice called out from the other room. Light. Unaware.

Anaya stepped forward, body blocking the doorway.

“Stay in there, baby. Mummy’s talking.”

Her voice was calm, but every word pulled tight. She was holding it together with whatever thread

she had left.

Eli looked down. Guilt sat plain on his face. He took a breath. His shoulders lifted slightly, like he

was bracing for something.

“I’m so sorry to do this to you. I just thought... you should know.”

Anaya nodded once.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was low.

He handed her the screenshots.

“Here. I texted them to myself before I left. You can print them. Keep them. Do what you need.”

She looked down. Marcus’s number was right there on the screen. Bold. Unashamed. It wasn’t even

trying to hide.

That was all she needed.

She took the phone from him, then gave him her number. She didn’t say anything else.

The pages felt warm in her hand. For a second, she stared at them like they might catch fire. Truth

laid out in black and white. No room for doubt.

She looked up. Her eyes were glassy but dry.

She gave him a nod. It felt final.

Not because she had more to say. But because she didn’t need to.

Today was the day everything changed.

She thought of Nina in the other room. Small. Safe. Unaware.

What if it had been her one day?

What if some girl showed up years from now with heartbreak in her hands, telling her what she had

already survived?

Anaya folded the pages carefully. Like they were sacred.

She didn’t need to cry.

She needed to leave. And this was the time.

There was no going back.
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Chapter Two: New Beginnings
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Two months passed. Last week, Anaya and Nina moved into a house in Gravesend through a

priority housing transfer. It wasn’t perfect, but it was theirs.

The flat came fully furnished, but none of it felt like hers yet. The two-seater sofa was stiff and

beige, the kind you saw in waiting rooms. The kitchen table wobbled slightly at one leg. Two

matching chairs scraped across the laminate every time they were pulled out. Neutral curtains hung

at the window, too short to block the morning light.

In the bedroom, a double bed sat untouched. Anaya and Nina had curled up on the mattress in the

second room, closer to the heater. The wardrobe stood empty, its doors wide open like it had been

waiting for someone else.

The two-seater sofa was still stiff and beige, the kind you’d see in a waiting room. The kitchen table

wobbled at one leg. The chairs scraped too loudly across the floor, too harsh for the quiet she was

learning to love. A pair of neutral curtains hung just above the sill, like they had given up halfway

down.

Marcus had been forced to leave when the tenancy was reviewed. His name wasn’t on the

paperwork. Anaya didn’t say a word to stop it. Let him go. Let that be his lesson.

That would teach the bastard, she thought. For a brief moment, it felt like taking something back.

Something that had always belonged to her.

At least now he wasn’t asking her to put strange objects up his bum, she thought as She took a slow

sip of her half-cold tea. That alone felt like a kind of freedom.

Word had gotten around. Marcus and Jamie were a thing now. People on the street had started

calling him a batty man. The same men he used to nod at with his tough-guy act were now spitting

insults. Whispering. Laughing. As if they hadn’t known all along.

She shook her head, lips curling into a half-smile that never quite reached her eyes.

It was funny in a twisted way. All those years of gaslighting. The bruises she had covered. The guilt

he fed her like it was love. And still, it took another man’s betrayal to finally wake her up.

She stood by the window, arms folded across her chest. Her left foot tapped against the floor. A

small movement. Unconscious. Something her body did to release what her mind couldn’t carry.

Anaya wasn’t laughing.

She wasn’t angry either.

She was tired.

Tired of men who couldn’t face themselves. Tired of the damage they left behind. Tired of cleaning

up messes that never belonged to her in the first place.

She turned away from the window.

Nina was in the living room,she hummed to herself, drawing on the walls with washable markers.

Anaya would normally tell her off. Tonight, she let it go. Let her have her freedom. Let her feel

what it meant to be safe.

Anaya leaned her forehead against the glass.

Outside, the sky was turning that bruised shade of purple that came before rain. A man walked his

dog across the car park. Someone argued on the phone somewhere in the distance. The world kept

moving.

She wiped her face with the back of her hand. She didn’t care if it was sweat or tears or both.

Eli showed up at the door, pacing slightly before he knocked. His eyes flicked back and forth down

the street. His shoulders were tight. One hand ran over his ponytail, smoothing nothing. The other

gripped his phone like it might fly away if he let go. He caught sight of her and paused, exhaling

sharply. Then he knocked.

She opened the door slowly.

Eli shifted from foot to foot. “Girl,” he said. “You’re not gonna believe this.”

Then silence.

He looked like he had rehearsed this on the way over and forgotten the lines as soon as he saw her

face. His mouth opened. Nothing came. He looked at her, then at the floor. He took a step forward,

then back again.

Anaya folded her arms. Her jaw tightened.

“Spit it out.”

Anaya hated when people didn’t just say what they had to say. Those few moments of silence felt

like years. Her chest felt tight. Her arms itched. The anxiety got to her like a bag of nerves pressing

into her lungs. Every second that passed gave her brain more space to panic.

Eli cleared his throat.

“It’s Jamie.”

She blinked. “What about him?”

“He’s been fired. And charged.”

Still, Anaya said nothing. She just stared at him, eyes flat, face unreadable.

“They caught him using the company credit card,” Eli said. “Not just once. He was doing it for

months. Holidays. Hotels. Spa packages. Fancy dinners. None of it was work. It was all for him and

Marcus.”

He laughed under his breath, but it wasn’t kind. It was tired. Pleased in a quiet way.

“There was an audit coming up. Senior manager asked for the statements. Jamie tried to resign

before they got hold of them. But it was too late.”

Eli looked at her then, letting it land.

“He’s being charged with fraud. Abuse of position. False representation. It’s all public now. Pages

and pages of receipts. They’ve got everything.”

Anaya didn’t move for a moment. Then she stepped back, her body moving before her mouth could

form words.

Eli followed her in.

They went to the kitchen. It smelled faintly of the tea she had never finished. The fridge hummed. A

dull, even sound.

They sat across from each other at the table.

Eli looked at his hands, then gave a small smile. Not warm. Not smug. But real.

“It’s mad,” he said. “The people we let close.”

Anaya gave a dry laugh. “Mad is one word for it.”

She looked down. The corner
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