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  Chapter 1 – Same Bed, Different Woman
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Lena POV

I wake up like I’ve been pulled from water.

Not slowly — not the way you surface from a dream that dissolves at the edges before you can catch it. I wake up the way you wake up when your body knows something your mind hasn’t caught up to yet. A jolt. A gasp. Both hands gripping the thin bedsheet beneath me like it might disappear.

For a moment I don’t move. I just breathe.

In. Out. In.

The ceiling is the same yellowish white I stared at for two years. There is a water stain in the upper left corner shaped vaguely like a boot. I used to count the tiles around it when I couldn’t sleep — which was often. Forty-three tiles from the window to the door. I know because I counted them so many times I stopped needing to.

I am back.

I know it before I fully understand it. The way you know a place by its smell before your eyes adjust — the faint damp of old walls, the ghost of last night’s cooking still settled into the curtains, and underneath all of it, something stale and close that I once convinced myself was simply home. It isn’t home. It never was. It was just the place I stayed.

Slowly, carefully, I sit up.

Daniel is asleep beside me.

He’s on his stomach with one arm hanging off the edge of the mattress, his face turned away, breathing with the deep unbothered rhythm of a man with an entirely clean conscience. He always slept like that. Like the world was something that happened to other people. Like the woman lying eighteen inches away from him wasn’t slowly going hollow.

I look at him for a long moment.

In my first life, I would have gotten up quietly at this point. I would have pulled the sheet up over his shoulders so he wouldn’t get cold. I would have gone to the kitchen, checked the chores list on the fridge — my name written at the top in his mother’s handwriting, neat and expecting — and I would have started on breakfast before anyone else was awake because that was what I did. That was what I was, in that life. Useful. Quiet. Grateful.

I don’t pull the sheet up.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit with my feet flat on the cold floor, and I let myself feel it — the full weight of everything I know. Not everything I suspect, not everything I feared or cried about alone in the bathroom with the tap running so no one would hear. Everything I know. Every lie with a date attached to it. Every morning he left early and came home late. Every time his mother looked through me at the dinner table and I smiled anyway.

I know how this ends.

Eighteen months from now — in the life I already lived — I will be sitting in a hospital corridor at eleven-fifteen on a Tuesday night. My chest will feel like something heavy is resting on it and I will tell myself it’s stress, it’s nothing, I just need water. I will not call anyone because there is no one to call — I cut off my own world piece by piece to fit into his. A nurse will find me slumped against the wall. They will work on me for twenty-two minutes.

Daniel will be with Sasha.

He will find out the next morning. He will cry at the funeral. His mother will tell people I was a devoted wife. She will mean it as a compliment.

I sit with all of that in my chest and I breathe.

In. Out. In.

And then something shifts. Something I have not felt in so long that it takes me a moment to name it settles into my bones like warmth after cold — like stepping from a shadow into sunlight. I sit straighter without meaning to.

Clarity.

Not hope, not yet. Not even anger, though that will come. Just the sharp, clean feeling of knowing exactly where I am, exactly who is beside me, and exactly what I am going to do.

I don’t cry.

I start planning.

The room is still dark. Outside the window, the city is just beginning — the low hum of early traffic, the distant sound of a vendor somewhere down the street. Everyone waking up to an ordinary Tuesday. I let my eyes move slowly around the space I shared with him for two years and I catalogue it the way you catalogue damage after a storm. The damp patch spreading from the corner of the left wall that his mother always said was “being handled.” The curtain that never hung straight because two of the rings were broken and no one fixed them. The chores list on the fridge visible through the open bedroom door — I can read my name on it from here.

I don’t look at it for long.

My eyes go to the nightstand on Daniel’s side. His phone sits face-down on top of it, the way it always does. The way it has, every night, for the full length of our marriage. He told me once it was to save the battery. I believed him. I believed so many small, reasonable things.

I reach across him.

He doesn’t stir. Daniel has always been a deep sleeper — another thing that served him well.

I turn the phone over. The screen lights up at my touch, no passcode because he never thought he needed one with me. Why would he? I was devoted. I was grateful. I was not the kind of wife who checked her husband’s phone.

I check it now.

The messages app opens on the most recent conversation.

The name at the top is Sasha with a small red heart beside it.

I don’t gasp. I don’t feel the sharp sick drop in my stomach that I felt the first time I found out — not like this, not from his phone, but from a receipt in his jacket pocket eighteen months from now when it would already be too late. I don’t feel any of that. What I feel instead is something quieter and more dangerous.

Confirmation.

I scroll slowly. The messages go back weeks. Endearments and plans and small private jokes between them — the kind of language you only build with someone you have been choosing, consistently, over a long period of time. There are photos. I don’t look at those for long. There are plans for this weekend — a hotel, a reservation, a time.

This weekend, I will make his mother’s stew and set the table for the family dinner and smile through three hours of being invisible.

He will tell me he’s working late on Saturday.

I know because he already did, in another life, and I believed him.

I turn his phone face-down and set it back exactly where it was.

Then I sit on the edge of the bed in the dark, in the quiet, in the last morning of the life I am choosing to leave — and I let myself be absolutely still for just one moment more.

I think of my grandfather. I think of the portrait that hangs in the main hall of Ashford Estate, which I have not seen in two years because I buried that world to live in this one. I think of the gates, the staff, the boardroom, the company that has my blood in its foundations. I think of Thomas, my head of staff, who has been holding everything together without complaint, waiting for me to remember myself.

I am remembering.

Outside, the city gets a little louder. Inside, Daniel sleeps on, unbothered.

I get up, go to the wardrobe, and begin to choose what to wear — not the faded housedress hanging on the left that I reached for every morning in my first life, but the coat folded carefully at the very back, beneath everything else. The one I brought into this marriage and never wore because it felt like too much. Too fine. Too much like someone he might feel small standing next to.

I take it out and hold it for a moment.

Then I begin to get dressed.

In two hours, Daniel will wake up and find me at the door with bags packed.

He will ask where I think I’m going.

I will realise, pulling on that coat, that I have been going home this whole time.

I just finally stopped letting anyone talk me out of it.
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Lena POV

The kitchen is cold at this hour.

It always is. The window above the sink faces north and the morning light never quite reaches it — just a grey, watery dimness that makes everything look slightly unwashed. I used to stand at this sink every morning before anyone else woke up and tell myself that it was peaceful. That the quiet was a gift. I was very good, in my first life, at reframing things that hurt me into things I could survive.

I fill the kettle now and set it on the burner. Force of habit.

Then I stand in the middle of the kitchen and look at the chores list on the fridge.

It’s written on a pale yellow notepad sheet, stuck with a single magnet — a little ceramic thing shaped like a sun that Daniel’s mother brought back from a trip somewhere and hung in her son’s kitchen without asking. My name is at the top in her handwriting. Neat, certain letters. Lena. Below it, a column of tasks. Sweep the corridor. Mop the sitting room floor. Start the afternoon stew by eleven. Wash and fold the laundry before Daniel gets home.

I read it once.

Then I reach out, peel it from the fridge, fold it in half, fold it again, and place it in the bin under the sink.

I straighten up and something in my chest loosens by a fraction.

The memories come while I move — not in a flood, the way they did when I first woke, but in flashes. Sharp and specific, the way memories are when they’ve been carried a long time. The ones you don’t choose to recall. The ones that simply live in you.

The first day.

I remember standing in this same kitchen two years ago — the first life’s two years ago, which is also now, which is the strange mathematics of what has happened to me — with two suitcases and a careful smile. Daniel had carried one of the bags in and then been called away to answer his phone, and I had stood alone in the kitchen doorway not sure if I should sit down or wait to be invited.

His mother came in from the corridor. She looked me over once, the way you assess something you’re not sure has value, and then she opened the cupboard under the sink, took out a mop, and set it against the counter in front of me.

She didn’t say anything. She just looked at me steadily until I reached out and took it.

I was twenty-six years old. I had just moved away from my grandfather’s estate. I had a degree, a trust fund I wasn’t touching, and a company with my name on the door — none of which were visible to anyone in that apartment. I had hidden all of it because I wanted Daniel to choose me plainly. To love me for exactly what he could see.

He saw someone who would take the mop.

So I took the mop.

Three months in.

His sister, Katie, came to stay for a weekend that turned into two weeks. She was bright and loud and moved through the apartment touching everything, picking things up to examine them and setting them down somewhere different. I didn’t say anything. I smiled. I cooked for her. I made her tea in the mornings without being asked.

One evening she noticed the bracelet on my wrist — thin gold, a small emerald set in the centre, something my grandfather had given me on my twentieth birthday. She held my wrist and turned it in the light and said, “This is beautiful. Can I borrow it for this weekend? I have an occasion.”

I said yes before I had time to think, because I always said yes before I had time to think.

She left on a Sunday with the bracelet on her wrist.

She never mentioned it again. I never asked. The one time I came close to bringing it up — gently, carefully, framing it as “whenever you’re done with it” — Daniel looked at me with mild surprise and said, “It’s just a bracelet, Lena. Don’t make things uncomfortable.”

I didn’t bring it up again.

I had eleven bracelets before I married him. I left that apartment, eventually, with three.

Seven months in.

Daniel’s younger brother Eli had a debt problem. Not a small one — a textured, complicated arrangement with people who had begun calling the apartment landline at odd hours. I could see what it was doing to the family, the way the mother tensed every time the phone rang, the way Daniel came home some nights wound tight and silent.

No one told me anything directly. I was the wife. Things were managed around me.

I found out the full amount by accident — a figure written on a slip of paper that fell out of Daniel’s jacket when I was doing the laundry. I looked at it for a long time. Then I folded it back up and put it in the pocket and finished the laundry.

That night I made a transfer from a personal account I’d kept quietly running. Anonymous. A cleared debt, paid in full, from a name no one in that apartment would recognise.

The calls stopped. The family breathed again. Daniel came home that Friday lighter than I’d seen him in months and told me things were “sorting themselves out.” He bought a bottle of wine. He was warm and funny over dinner. His mother actually laughed.

Not one of them knew it was me.

I remember sitting at that dinner table and smiling and feeling something I mistook, at the time, for contentment. I understand now what it actually was — the particular satisfaction of a woman who has learned to make herself invisible even in her own generosity. I was so used to erasing myself that I was doing it even with my kindness.

Eleven months in.

The dinner that I still think about.

It was a Sunday. I had cooked for eight people — a full spread, the kind that takes most of the day. By the time everyone sat down I had been on my feet for six hours. The food was good. I knew it was good. The table went quiet in the way tables do when the food earns it.

No one said thank you.

Not Daniel. Not his mother. Not his brother, whose debt I had cleared four months earlier without ever letting him know. Not the aunties who came and went and treated the apartment like a venue I managed for their convenience. They ate. They talked. They laughed about something I wasn’t part of. And then his mother stood up to clear the plates — not to help me, but to demonstrate to her sisters that she ran a well-managed household — and said to the room, “At least the girl can cook.”

At least.

Daniel looked at me briefly across the table. He didn’t say anything.

I went to the kitchen to wash up. I cried very quietly with the tap running so no one could hear. Then I dried my face, went back in, and offered everyone tea.

Fourteen months in.

I was sick. Nothing serious — a fever, a bad one, the kind that sits behind your eyes and makes light feel sharp. I had spent most of the day in bed, which was almost unheard of for me. By evening, Daniel’s mother came to the doorway of the bedroom and told me her son would be home for dinner at seven.

I looked at her from the bed. “I’m not well,” I said. “I don’t think I can—”

“He works hard,” she said simply. “He needs a proper meal.”

She left the doorway.

I got up. I made dinner. Daniel came home at eight-forty, ate quickly, and went to shower. He didn’t ask how I was feeling. He didn’t know I had been in bed all day because no one told him, and I didn’t either, because I had already learned by then what telling him things cost me — the slight impatience, the redirection, the way my needs somehow always became a conversation about his stress.

I ate half a bowl of soup standing at the kitchen counter because by the time I served everyone I didn’t have the energy to sit down.

That night his mother told one of her sisters on the phone that Lena was “a good wife but not the warmest personality.”

I heard it through the wall.

Eighteen months in — the last clear memory before the end.

I don’t know what I had done wrong, or if I had done anything at all. His mother was in a particular mood that evening — the kind that moved through the apartment like weather, making everyone smaller. I had burned a small portion of the rice. Not badly. A slightly darker bottom layer that anyone could have scraped past. She held the pot up and looked at me with an expression I had seen many times before but never quite got used to — disappointment that was also somehow disgust.

“You know,” she said, setting the pot back down, “Daniel could have married Yetunde. You know Yetunde? From church? Her father has a business. She is educated. She has—” She gestured vaguely with her hand, meaning everything I lacked in her estimation. “He chose you. You had nothing, nobody, and he chose you. The least you can do is not burn the rice.”

I stood very still.

“You should be grateful,” she said, turning to the sink. “Not every woman gets a second chance.”

She meant it as correction. As wisdom, even.

I said, “Yes, ma,” and I meant it — that is the part I cannot quite forgive myself for. I stood in that kitchen, twenty-seven years old, heir to one of the most significant business empires in the country, and I said yes ma to a woman telling me I should be grateful to exist in her son’s orbit.

That was eighteen months in.

I had six more to go.

I did not make it to the end.

The kettle begins to whistle.

I reach over and take it off the burner, and the sound stops, and the kitchen goes quiet again. I look at the fridge where the chores list used to be. The magnet shaped like a sun is still there. I take that too and drop it in the bin on top of the folded paper.

Then I pour my tea.

I drink it standing up — slowly, without hurrying — looking out the north-facing window at the grey morning sky lightening by degrees. I think about everything this kitchen asked of me and everything I gave it and what it returned.

I think about the estate gates opening.

I think about Thomas saying welcome home.

I think about the boardroom with my grandfather’s name above the door, and the woman I am going to be when I walk through it — not performing, not apologising, not folding myself to fit a space built to diminish me.

Behind me, from the bedroom, I hear Daniel’s alarm go off.

I finish my tea, rinse the cup, and set it upside down on the drying rack.

Then I go to finish packing my bags.

I spent two years in this kitchen giving everything I had.

I am leaving it with my cup rinsed and my back straight.

They will call it coldness.

I have decided to call it clarity.
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Daniel POV

I wake up in a good mood.

This is not unusual. I have always been good at waking up — at shaking off sleep cleanly and arriving at the day already composed, already ahead of it. Some men wake up slow and heavy, dragging themselves through the first hour like it costs them something. I’ve never understood that. The morning is just another room. You walk in, you take stock, you decide what you want from it.

I stretch, roll onto my back, and look at the ceiling for approximately four seconds before my mind is already moving.

Saturday. Sasha had mentioned the hotel near the marina. I’d been non-committal, which was always the right play — let her think she was waiting for a decision rather than that the decision had already been made. Women like Sasha were easier when they felt they were still convincing you. Keep them in the negotiation and they stayed warm, stayed available, stayed grateful.

Lena’s side of the bed is empty, which means she’s already in the kitchen. Also not unusual. She’s always up before me — making tea, starting breakfast, checking whatever list my mother had written for her. I’ve never had to ask. It just happens, the way things happen when someone is well-suited to a role. Some people are builders. Some people are managers. Lena is — was — a keeper of small things. The kind of woman who notices when the sugar is running low and replaces it before you ever think to look.

It is a quality I appreciated without ever saying so.

I sit up, run a hand over my face, and reach for my phone.

The bathroom has the best signal in the apartment — something about the pipes, my brother Eli always claimed, though I suspect he made that up. Regardless, I’ve gotten into the habit of taking my phone in with me, and this morning is no different.

I run the shower and type while I wait for the water to heat.

Still thinking about last night.

Sasha replies in under a minute. She always does in the mornings, which I find both flattering and slightly predictable. I type back something easy, something that will keep the temperature of the conversation where I want it without promising anything I’ll have to manage later. This is the thing people don’t understand about situations like mine — it isn’t reckless. It requires constant, careful calibration. Sasha needs just enough to stay happy. Lena needs just enough to stay settled. The skill is in never giving either of them so much that they stop needing more.

I step into the shower.

Lena, I think, as the hot water comes up — Lena is the easier of the two, truthfully. She asks for very little. She doesn’t push. She doesn’t have many friends that I’ve ever noticed, no close family she speaks to regularly, no real outside life pulling at her attention. I used to think that was sad, in an abstract way, the way you think something is sad without it actually affecting you. Now I mostly think of it as convenient. A woman without alternatives is a woman who stays.

I met her at a mutual friend’s birthday. She was standing at the edge of the room holding a glass of wine she wasn’t really drinking, watching everything with those quiet eyes of hers. There was something still about her — not shy, exactly, more like someone who’d decided a long time ago that the world didn’t need to know everything she was thinking.

I walked over because she was beautiful in a way that looked accidental. Like she didn’t know or didn’t care.

I introduced myself and she looked at me with a kind of measured consideration that I wasn’t used to — most women at events like that softened immediately when I turned the attention on. She didn’t soften. She just looked, and considered, and then she smiled.

I decided I wanted her in my life within about fifteen minutes.

Not because of what she had — as far as I knew at the time, she had very little. A modest background, no obvious family connections, quiet about her finances in a way that I took to mean there wasn’t much to say. I wanted her because she was the kind of woman who made a man feel like he’d been chosen. Like she’d looked at the room and assessed it all and settled her eyes on him specifically.

Looking back, I understand the irony.

I thought I was selecting her.

I dress in front of the mirror — shirt, trousers, the good watch I keep for days when I have meetings worth impressing. I check my reflection with the quick, satisfied survey of a man who has decided he looks fine, because I always decide I look fine. Confidence, my father used to say, is not about certainty. It’s about commitment.

I commit.

I run a hand through my hair, pocket my phone, and open the bathroom door.

She’s not in the kitchen.

That’s the first thing I notice — the particular quality of the apartment’s silence. No sounds from the stove. No smell of anything cooking. I glance toward the kitchen from the corridor and see the fridge bare of its chores list, which strikes me as odd without quite landing as significant.

I walk into the sitting room.

She’s there.

Standing by the door, facing slightly away from me, one hand raised to her ear — on a phone call. Her back is straight in a way I don’t think I’ve noticed before, a kind of uprightness that isn’t tension but something closer to its opposite. Ease. Ownership of her own posture.

Two bags sit on the floor beside her. Packed. Closed.

I stop.

“Yes, Thomas, I’ll be there within the hour,” she says. “Have the east wing opened. And tell Mrs. Adeyemi I’ll want breakfast when I arrive — she’ll know what I like.”

Her voice is different.

Not in accent or in tone exactly — it’s still her voice — but there is something in it I haven’t heard before. Something unhurried and certain, the way people speak when they are accustomed to being listened to. When the sentence doesn’t end with hoping the other person agrees.

She lowers the phone and turns around.

That’s when I see the coat.

I have never seen that coat before.

It is the kind of garment that announces itself without trying — a deep charcoal, structured at the shoulder, falling to just below the knee with the clean lines of something that was made to measure rather than bought off a rail. It is not expensive in the way of things that are trying to look expensive. It is expensive in the way of things that don’t need to try.

I look at her. Then at the bags. Then back at her face.

She’s looking at me with those same quiet eyes — measured, considering — and I realise, in this strange disoriented moment, that she doesn’t look like she’s waiting for my reaction.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

The question sounds more uncertain than I intend.

She tilts her head very slightly, the way you do when an answer is so obvious it almost doesn
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