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	Disclaimer

	 

	This is a work of fiction intended for adult readers. All characters, events, organisations, and situations in this book are entirely fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events is coincidental and unintended.

	The themes in this novel include marital infidelity, family betrayal, emotional distress, and the breakdown of close relationships. These themes are handled with care within a fictional narrative that explores the human capacity for resilience and the work of becoming oneself after loss.

	This book is not a substitute for professional counselling, psychological support, or any form of professional advice. If you are experiencing distress related to the themes raised in this book, please consider seeking support from a qualified professional.

	The author and publisher accept no liability arising from the use or interpretation of this work.
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 PROLOGUE: THE LIES WE CALL HOME

	The day I married Daniel Reeves, my sister caught my bouquet.

	I can still see her — Mia, barefoot on the damp garden grass because she had kicked off her heels an hour earlier, arms stretched above her head, laughing the way she always laughed: with her whole face and a sound that pulled everyone in her orbit into the moment whether they intended to be there or not. She held the white roses against her chest as though they were something sacred, and when she looked at me across the lawn her eyes held the particular joy that belongs only to people who believe, completely, that the world is on the verge of giving them everything they have ever wanted.

	I believed that too, that afternoon. I believed it so completely I could feel it in my chest — a warm and solid certainty that life had arranged itself into exactly the right shape. The man beside me had chosen me. The woman who caught my flowers was the one person in the world I trusted with everything I had. And the future, glittering just ahead of us in that garden, was mine to walk into with both hands open and not a single reason in the world to look behind me.

	That was seven years ago. I was thirty-one. I am thirty-eight now, and I know things I would not have been able to survive knowing at thirty-one.

	I know, too, what it is to look back at the architecture of a life and see, with terrible clarity, the moments where the walls were hollow and you did not know it. Where the warmth was real and the foundation was not. Where you were loved and also, simultaneously, deceived, and the two things coexisted so perfectly that you could not have put a hair between them. I have spent a great deal of time in the months since everything happened asking myself whether I missed something — whether there was a sign I failed to read, a door left slightly ajar that I chose not to open. Mostly I have concluded that I did not miss anything. The absence of evidence is not the same as evidence of absence, and I refuse to spend the rest of my life punishing myself for not being able to see through walls.

	What I have learned — and this is the thing I most want to tell you, before I tell you anything else — is that the relationship between trust and intelligence is not what we are taught. We are told that smart people see through lies. This is wrong. Smart people are often the last to see through lies told by the people they love most, because they are too busy trusting the architecture they have invested in. Trust is not naivety. It is a choice, made in good faith, to believe in something. When that choice is exploited, the fault belongs to the person who exploited it. I want to be clear about that. I am very clear about it now.

	I know that love and betrayal can live inside the same person at the same time and never once signal their coexistence — not in a glance held a fraction too long, not in the texture of certain silences, not in the way someone says your name when something in them has already quietly begun to leave. I know that the people who can wound you most severely are never strangers. They are always the ones who know exactly where you hide yourself, because at some point you trusted them enough to show them. And I know that there is a particular variety of grief — not the loud, declared kind that arrives with drama and noise, but the quiet kind — that simply one day sits down beside you on the kitchen floor, takes your hand very gently, and stays until you are ready to get up. I spent a long time on that floor. I am no longer on it.

	But I also know this, and I have earned the right to say it: you can build a life twice. The second life — the one assembled from the rubble of the first — is built by a woman who knows precisely what she is worth and precisely what she will not accept. That woman does not repeat the same mistakes. She makes new ones. They are entirely hers, and they teach her things the first life, with all its comfortable certainties and its curated sense of safety, never once had the courage to.

	This is the story of how I went from the woman in the white dress, standing in a garden full of people who loved me, to the woman on the kitchen floor holding a piece of paper that changed the entire shape of the world she thought she was living in — and then, slowly and imperfectly and with a stubbornness I had not known I possessed until I needed it, to the woman I am now. It begins on a Wednesday. Most catastrophes do. They rarely trouble themselves to arrive on the days you have reserved for something important. They prefer the ordinary ones — the quiet Wednesdays and the unremarkable Tuesday afternoons when you are thinking about nothing more significant than whether to take an umbrella.

	It begins with an envelope.

	Before the envelope, though, there was the life. And before I can tell you how it came apart, I need you to know what it looked like whole — because the wholeness was real. I want that understood before anything else. The years I spent inside that marriage were not years of slow suffocation or the patient endurance of something that had never truly fit. They were years of genuine love, genuine trust, genuine happiness — right up until the morning they were not. The happiness mattered. The love was real. I am not interested in rewriting it into something lesser in order to make the betrayal easier to explain.

	Memory does not lie so much as it selects. It keeps what it chooses and lets everything else go soft at the edges. For the long months after everything fell apart, my memory kept only the good things: the kitchen in October when Daniel tried to make risotto and we sat at the table for an hour laughing because it was genuinely terrible and neither of us cared; Mia's voice at midnight when I was frightened about a presentation and she talked me down from the ledge of myself the way only she could; the feeling of walking back into our house after a long work trip and recognising it, and knowing it recognised me back. These things were real.

	They were real. They were not enough to save any of us. Let me begin.

	


CHAPTER ONE: THE LIFE I BUILT

	The house in Maplewood had been Clara's idea.

	She had found it online on a Sunday morning three months after their wedding, Daniel still asleep upstairs while she sat in their rented flat with a coffee gone cold, working through property listings with the focused attention of someone who has decided, quietly and without needing to announce it, that she is ready for something permanent. The listing described it as a Victorian semi with a south-facing garden, which told her little. What told her something was the photograph of the front bay window and the way it sat in the morning light — the kind of window a house opens its eyes with, she had thought, which was the sort of thought she would not have said aloud to anyone.

	She drove out that same afternoon to look at it from the street. Daniel came with her, sceptical in the relaxed way of someone who has not yet understood what the other person is asking for. He said the street was too quiet and the garden was too big. She said those were both reasons she liked it. They made an offer that evening, and she had seen the exact moment he understood what she was actually asking for: not just a house, but a statement of belief in the two of them.

	Seven years later, on a morning in early October, Clara stood in that kitchen and made coffee with the machine they had bought in their first year together

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

