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PROLOGUE

	I have always been the sister who notices things.

	Not in the dramatic way people mean when they say that about themselves — I wasn't the one who caught small lies the moment they were spoken, or who sensed tension in a room the second I walked through the door. I noticed other things. The way a room felt when the light changed. The precise colour a sky turned in the last seven minutes before full dark. The way a person's hands moved when they were telling a story they believed completely versus one they had half-invented and were committed to regardless.

	I was an interior designer. I noticed space, and what people put inside it, and why. I noticed what people chose not to put inside it, too. The bare wall where a photograph should have been. The guest room where someone had clearly been sleeping for several weeks and didn't want to say so. The kitchen that was beautifully staged and never once used for cooking. Houses told me everything about the people who lived in them, if I gave them enough time and paid the right kind of attention.

	I had been paying the wrong kind of attention for seven years.

	That is the thing I keep returning to, in the long months that follow the Tuesday night in November when everything I understood about my own life was quietly and permanently rearranged. I keep thinking about all the things I noticed — the particular shade of light through our kitchen window on winter mornings, the way Daniel moved through a room at a party, the sound of Claire's voice on the phone when she was upset about something she wasn't quite telling me — and all the things I failed to see because I was looking at the texture of life rather than its structure.

	My name is Mara Ellison. I was thirty-eight years old when I found the emails. I had been married to Daniel Ellison for seven years. I had a daughter named Lily who was five, who had her father's eyes and my stubbornness, and who would grow up, I was increasingly certain, to be more formidable than either of us. I had a sister named Claire who was three years younger and who had been, in the way of younger sisters, both my opposite and my shadow for as long as I could remember.

	I had a life I believed in. That is not a small thing, and I want to say it before I say anything else. Whatever was wrong with it — whatever rooms were hidden, whatever doors locked against me from the inside — I believed in it. I had built it carefully and I had lived in it fully and I was not a woman who sleepwalked through her own existence. I was paying attention. I was just paying attention to the wrong things.

	People say that betrayal hits like a truck — some sudden, brutal impact you never see coming, that lifts you off your feet and leaves you face-down in a place you don't recognise. But that isn't quite right, or at least it wasn't for me. What it was, was more like reaching into a familiar drawer in the dark and finding that the shape of everything inside it was wrong. Nothing where you expected it. Everything simultaneously familiar and completely unrecognisable.

	The drawer, in this case, was a laptop. Daniel's laptop, left open on the kitchen table on a Tuesday night in November, its screen at forty degrees, the battery at sixty-three per cent, a single email visible in the narrow angle of light.

	What I found in the following hour was not a single smoking revelation. It was a thread — an email thread between my husband and my sister that went back four years, eight months, and eleven days. One hundred and forty-seven emails. And the further I read, the more I understood that I had been living in a house with a room I never knew existed, and that both of the people I trusted most in the world had been meeting in it, quietly and regularly, for almost as long as I could remember.

	This is the story of what I found.

	It is also the story of what I'd been missing all along — and why, and what it costs to finally look clearly at the people you love most when the light shifts and the room reveals its real shape. Some of what I found was what I expected. Some of it was not. The version of events that unfolded over the weeks that followed was more complicated than the story I thought I was reading that first night, and in some ways more devastating, and in some ways less.

	I am not writing this to be understood. I stopped needing that somewhere around the third month. I am writing it because the shape of this kind of story — the discovery, the reckoning, the long and unglamorous work of rebuilding — deserves to be told honestly, without the shortcuts that make it easier to digest but less true. What happened to me happens to more people than anyone admits, and those people deserve to know that the ground comes back. That it is possible to reconstruct a life from rubble, and that the life you build from rubble has a quality the first one never did — a kind of earned clarity about what it is and what it isn't.

	But I am getting ahead of myself.

	Let me start where it started. The kitchen table. The laptop. The soft blue glow of a screen in the November dark.

	


CHAPTER ONE: THE GLOWING SCREEN

	1.1 — A Perfectly Ordinary Tuesday

	The kitchen smelled of the lemon chicken I'd made for Lily before dropping her off at Rosie's mother's house. I had aired it out with the extractor fan, but the scent clung to the tiles the way cooking smells always did in a house that was genuinely used rather than staged for display. I knew the difference intimately. Knowing the difference was the basis of my career.

	I poured a glass of Sauvignon Blanc I'd been saving for exactly this kind of evening — the kind where nothing was required of me and nobody needed anything and I could exist, for a few hours, as my own complete and sufficient person — and I spread the fabric samples across the kitchen table. Blues and creams and a particular shade of sage green that I was increasingly convinced would transform my client's bedroom from a room she slept in to a room she actually wanted to be in. There is a difference between those two things. Most people have lived for so long in rooms they've accumulated rather than designed that they've forgotten the difference exists.

	I was holding the sage sample up to the overhead light, tilting it to see how it changed, when I noticed the laptop.

	It was Daniel's work machine — a slim silver thing he carried everywhere in his briefcase. He must have been in a rush that morning. I remembered now: he'd eaten breakfast standing at the counter, which he only did when he had an early call, and he'd grabbed his jacket and phone and keys and apparently left the laptop behind entirely. He would have realised halfway to the station. He would have been quietly, precisely irritated about it for the rest of the day, the way Daniel was irritated about inefficiency — completely without outward expression.

	The laptop was open at roughly forty degrees, the way a laptop looks when someone has set it down mid-task with every intention of returning. The screen hadn't dimmed. The battery read sixty-three per cent, which meant it hadn't been long.

	I nearly closed it without looking. I want to record that. I nearly just folded the lid down and set it aside and gone back to my sage samples and my perfectly solitary evening. The thought was there, fully formed: close it, move it to the counter, leave it for Daniel to deal with in the morning.

	I didn't close it.

	I told myself, later, that I had only looked because I was going to close the browser tab to let the screen dim and save the battery. That I was being practical. All of that was partly true. None of it was the real reason.

	The real reason is that I could see, in the forty-degree angle of the screen, that there was an email open. And from the names in the header, I could see that the email was from my sister.

	1.2 — The Notification

	From: Claire Hartley. To: Daniel Ellison. Subject: Re: just checking in.

	The subject line was

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	1.3 — Reading the Thread

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
