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A NOTE TO THE READER

	This novel deals with themes of infidelity, grief, and emotional recovery. It is intended for adult readers. The events and characters depicted in these pages are entirely fictional and are not based on or intended to represent any real persons or situations. This book is a work of imagination, written to explore the very human experiences of heartbreak, resilience, and the courage it takes to begin again.

	If you or someone you know is navigating the aftermath of betrayal, the support of a qualified counsellor or therapist is always recommended. Fiction can illuminate; it cannot substitute for professional care.
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PROLOGUE: BEFORE THE FALL

	There is a particular quality to the moment before everything changes — a stillness that only reveals itself in retrospect, like a photograph of a sky that was seconds away from a storm. On the evening of October the fourteenth, Maya Chen stood at her kitchen counter, knife in hand, slicing bell peppers for the pasta she had been planning for three days. Daniel would be home at seven. She had chilled the wine. She had set the table with the good napkins — the linen ones she kept folded in tissue paper because they were a wedding gift from her aunt, and she still, after thirteen years of marriage, felt a flicker of something ceremonial every time she unfolded them. She was thirty-five years old. She had a job she was proud of, a home she had made beautiful room by room, a husband she believed she understood completely. She had plans for summer. She had a dentist appointment on Thursday.

	She was, in that precise moment, exactly the kind of ordinary happy that most people spend their whole lives trying to locate. She did not know that in eleven minutes the doorbell would ring. She did not know that in eleven minutes and forty seconds the rest of her life would begin.

	She always said later that the strangest part was not the shock. The shock came — of course it came, arriving like a wave that does not announce itself — but that was not the strangest part. The strangest part was that in those final eleven minutes, with the good napkins already spread and the wine already breathing on the counter and the bell peppers falling apart under the blade, she had felt completely, unreservedly at peace. There was music playing, something low and jazzy from the Bluetooth speaker Daniel had set up on the counter as an anniversary gift the previous year. The apartment smelled of garlic and olive oil. The light through the kitchen window was that thick amber October light that makes everything look like a painting someone has decided to love for its own sake.

	She had been happy in that kitchen. She had been happy in it for a long time. She would spend a very long time afterward thinking about this. About how happiness had offered her no protection at all. About how it had not even bothered to say goodbye.

	Maya had met Daniel Chen when she was twenty-two years old, at a graduate school mixer she had attended only because her roommate Tasha had refused to go alone. She had stood in the corner with a plastic cup of warm wine, composing a mental list of everywhere else she would rather be, when Daniel had appeared beside her wearing a blazer slightly too large for his shoulders and had said, with complete sincerity: "This is absolutely the worst wine I have ever tasted. Do you think it would be rude to leave?" She had laughed so hard that wine came out of her nose. He had handed her a napkin without making it a moment. By midnight they were still talking on the steps outside, and when Tasha finally texted demanding her location, Maya had sent back three words: Found something better. She had been right. For thirteen years she had been right, or had believed herself to be, which had amounted to the same thing.

	That was the particular mathematics of betrayal, she would come to understand. It did not only take the present. It reached backward too, moving through your past like a revisionist hand, altering the meaning of things you had thought were settled, so that every memory became a question — was this real, or was this also already changed into something else without your knowledge?

	Those thirteen years had not been perfect. She would have laughed at anyone who claimed their marriage was perfect. All marriages were a negotiation between what two people needed and what two people were willing to give, and theirs had seen its lean seasons. The third year, when Daniel's firm had nearly folded and the money had been tight enough to feel like a physical pressure in the chest. The seventh year, the miscarriage, which neither of them had spoken about enough and both had carried forward like a stone in a coat pocket — always there, never mentioned, slowly altering the shape of everything it touched. The eleventh year, six months of quiet distance — two people going through routines so familiar they no longer required full consciousness, until one weekend in Vermont where they had drunk too much and talked too much and found each other again under the mess of it.

	She had trusted this. The finding your way back. She had believed in it the way she believed in gravity — not because she thought about it but because it had always simply worked. It had not, she would discover, worked as completely as she thought.

	But she had not known any of this on the evening of October the fourteenth. She had known only that life was good. That the table was set and the wine was open and Daniel was on his way home. She had not known that a young woman she had never seen was standing at the end of their street working up the nerve to ring the buzzer. She had not known that the woman was holding a baby with her husband's eyes.

	The doorbell rang at seven-eleven. Maya set down the knife, wiped her hands on the kitchen towel, and walked to the door still holding one half of a bell pepper without noticing. She looked through the peephole. She saw a young woman with dark tired eyes and a bundle of blue blanket on her hip. She opened the door. "My name is Renee Williams," the young woman said. "I need to speak with you about your husband. This is Marcus." She paused. "He's Daniel's son." Maya did not drop the bell pepper. Her body had not yet received the news. The amber light was still coming through the kitchen window. The jazz was still playing. The world does not stop for the moment that ends everything. This had surprised her, and went on surprising her, for a very long time afterward.

	


CHAPTER ONE: THIRTEEN YEARS

	The day before everything happened had been a Tuesday, which Maya would think about many times afterward — the particular unremarkability of a Tuesday, the way it carried no weight of its own, no portent, nothing to distinguish it from any of the Tuesdays that had come before it. She had woken at six-fifteen, as she did every weekday, before the alarm, and had lain still in the early-morning dark listening to Daniel's breathing — deep and even, the measured rhythm of a man who slept well and without apparent trouble. She had always been a morning person. She was a morning person married to a man who was not, which had always given her one hour that was entirely hers before the day became a shared thing. She cherished it without analysing it. She took her coffee to the planning corner — a salvaged secretary desk in the corner of the living room, covered in a cork board she had made herself — and looked at the calendar. Their anniversary was in three days: October seventeenth. Thirteen years.

	Their home was a three-bedroom in the Riverside neighbourhood, purchased seven years ago when the market had cooperated and their savings had barely held. Daniel had designed the kitchen renovation himself, had argued passionately with her about the island. She had wanted marble. He had wanted butcher block. They had compromised on a marble-topped butcher block that had satisfied neither of them completely and which they had both, somehow, grown genuinely to love — the small

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

