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        For my love

        who makes my coffee, wrecks my sheets, and reminds me love should be honest, feral, and just a little reckless.
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      They say you can feel it when your life derails. Like a glitch in the Matrix or some cosmic “oh fuck” moment.

      Except for me? Nothing. No warning. No dramatic thunderclap. Just me, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, naked except for a zit I was attacking like a pissed-off teenager.

      The new vanity lights? Less “spa retreat,” more “crime scene interrogation.” Every fucking flaw screamed back at me. The stretch marks, the tired eyes, the hair that had given up around 2018. Tits that were still decent, considering no one had touched them in months. Maybe years. I didn’t even want to think about the last time Mark looked at me like I was fuckable. Shit, the last time anyone did.

      Seven years.

      Two months.

      Sixteen days.

      That’s how long it had been since I felt seen. Since anyone looked at me like I was more than Lucas’s mom or Mark’s PR prop.

      Invisibility is a bitch.

      My iPad was still open on last night’s half-written scene:

      
        
        “You want to be used,” he growled, fisting her hair. “You want to be fucked like you matter.”

      

      

      Yeah, well. My vibrator had died halfway through. Like everything else in this damn house.

      Mark hadn’t touched me in... I don’t even know. The man cared more about his Instagram followers than my panties. His latest post was a shirtless gym pic—abs flexed, biceps pumped, captioned #MondayMotivation. Fifty-three fire emojis from thirsty women who didn’t know he left toenail clippings in the sink.

      I grabbed a black lace bra—the expensive kind you wear to remind yourself you’re still alive under the mom uniform—and slipped it on under Mark’s ancient sweatshirt. If anyone saw me, they’d think “midlife crisis” or “nervous breakdown.” Both would be accurate.

      “Mom! Where’s my Chromebook?” Lucas’s voice boomed through the house.

      “Check the kitchen!” I shouted, already knowing he wouldn’t.

      My son: fourteen, already taller than me, capable of hacking the school’s Wi-Fi but unable to find his own ass with both hands and a flashlight.

      “Found it!” Lucas yelled.

      Of course he did. The magic of maternal telepathy.

      Mark’s reflection appeared in the hallway mirror, adjusting his fancy Italian jacket. His cologne hit me first—sharp, expensive, a little bit smug.

      “Big shoot today. New sustainable line. Don’t wait up,” he said, barely glancing at me. “Oh, and can you take Lucas to the dentist? My day’s stacked.”

      “Sure,” I said to his back. Because apparently, I’m the family’s unpaid Uber.

      Mother. Wife. Ghost. That’s me.

      The door slammed. The BMW roared away. Silence settled over the house, thick and heavy. Lucas was still thudding around upstairs, but the emptiness pressed in. Like maybe the house was as tired of us as I was.

      I stared at my laptop. Chapter Twelve. My heroine, kneeling, ready to surrender. I couldn’t even surrender to the urge to eat carbs, let alone a man.

      My phone buzzed. Rachel.

      “Please tell me you’ve got pages,” she said, skipping hello. “Publisher’s breathing down my neck. Readers are rabid for more Almost Yours. And Sean’s people are circling again.”

      Sean Whitmore. The audiobook king. The man whose voice could make a nun reconsider her vows. I’d listened to his last book so many times I could probably recite it backwards. Not that I’d ever admit that in public.

      “I’m working on it,” I lied. Because that’s what writers do.

      “Lena, babe. Your last scenes had everyone talking. Where’s that fire now?”

      Probably fucking hiding under my bed with my dignity.

      “I’ll get it done,” I said, my patience thinner than the lace on my bra. “Just... diving deep into the character’s journey.”

      “Well, dive faster. We need those pages by Friday. Sean’s team is waiting.”

      After we hung up, I grabbed my keys and laptop. The house was suffocating me.

      “Lucas! Time for school!”

      He appeared, all teenage swagger in his coordinated designer sweats. Fucking hell. When had my baby become this almost-man?

      “Jake’s mom is picking me up. We’re getting bagels!” he called, already halfway out the door.

      “Oh.” The one part of my morning I actually liked—gone.

      “Jake’s mom is here! Bye!”

      I watched from the window as he bounded toward the Mercedes, all limbs and teenage attitude.

      I made coffee. Sat down. Opened my laptop. The cursor blinked at me, smug little bastard. Screw him.

      This morning, nothing was coming. Not a word, not a thought. Just that taste of lukewarm water and emptiness.

      I took a sip, hoping for a miracle. Of course, it just tasted like bland water from a soulless Nespresso machine.

      I needed something else. Something that actually wakes you up.

      So I slammed the cup down, grabbed my keys, and got the hell out.

      I needed to breathe somewhere else.
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      Downtown Geneva was a wet mouth of sleet and road rage. Headlights flickered off slick stone, every car acting like its lease payment came with a license to terrorize the crosswalks. I circled the block twice, pulse thumping, hunting for a spot. Parallel parking in Geneva? That’s sanctioned violence with extra side-eye. When I finally wedged the car between a Tesla and a battered Peugeot, I felt that cheap, ugly little rush. Like the universe owed me at least this much.

      Mark’s hoodie bunched at my throat, Bordelle straps itching under damp denim, nipples hard from the cold or maybe the memory of last night’s half-written filth. Didn’t matter. My head was a goddamn wasp nest. My heart? Fist-sized, beating against my ribs.

      I slammed the car door and bolted for Pages & Sips. Not Café du Bourg-de-Four—not today, not ever again. That place was all pretentious oil paintings and the stench of failed dreams. Pages & Sips was matte-green walls, scarred wood floors, books piled like teetering promises, air thick with coffee and maybe, just maybe, a second chance.

      Behind the counter: him.

      A barista built like bad decisions. Tall, broad, arms inked in blackwork vines and hungry wolves, silver rings glinting in an eyebrow and lip. Stubble shadowed his jaw. The kind of guy who probably only shaves when someone begs. His T-shirt: SORRY, I CAN’T. I’M REWRITING YOUR ENDING.

      Fucking hell. I felt it in my gut.

      He glanced up, eyes dark and unimpressed, like he’d seen every flavor of heartbreak and didn’t need to taste mine. His gaze snagged on my chest, lingered for a beat. I let him look. Why the fuck not?

      “Double espresso. Black. No oat milk, no soy. I need something with fangs.”

      He grinned, crooked, sly, two seconds away from calling me trouble. “Rough night?”

      “Worse morning,” I deadpanned. “You ever try to write a sex scene while your kid’s yelling about algebra?”

      He laughed, low and rough. “Can’t say I have. But you look like you need something stronger than caffeine.”

      “I need to not catch a murder charge before noon,” I told him, flashing a smile that was all teeth.

      He leaned in, dropped his voice. “Lucky for you, I do a killer espresso. But if you want something stronger…” He nodded at the shelf behind him—bourbon, single malt, a bottle with no label and bad ideas. It was 9:13 a.m. I almost said fuck it.

      “Just coffee, tattoo-boy. I’m breaking enough rules already.”

      He winked, moved like he had nowhere to be, a flash of wolf-jaw ink sliding across his wrist. I wondered what those hands could do if they ever got serious.

      My phone buzzed. Rachel. I let it burn. The world could burn with her.

      He slid the espresso across. Glass hot, crema perfect. “On the house. You look like you could use a win.”

      I met his eyes. For a split second, something electric flickered between us. Threat. Promise. The flash of what if. It passed. But I’d remember.

      I found a wobbly table by the fogged-up window and opened my laptop. Again.

      “You want to be ruined… Good girl. Kneel before me. Head bowed, hands behind your back. This is your first lesson in losing control.”

      My thighs pressed together. Fuck. My body remembered what my heart tried to forget.

      Then my phone buzzed. Lucas.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom! I forgot my history project, the one about WWII on the kitchen counter. It’s worth, like, 30% of my grade!

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course it was. Of fucking course. Because why wouldn’t it be?

      I stared at the untouched espresso, the only thing standing between me and a full nuclear meltdown. For a second, I almost let him fail. Chose myself. But damn it, I’m not that mom. I’m the save-your-ass, kill-my-joy mom.

      I sighed so hard tattoo-boy looked up, eyebrow cocked, like he was waiting for a monologue. I wanted to tell him everything. And nothing.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll bring it. Where should I meet you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I texted back, already mentally kissing my espresso goodbye.

      
        
          
            
              
        BY THE ENTRANCE. 20 MINS. YOU’RE THE BEST MOM EVER.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, tell me again when you’re twenty and blaming me in therapy. I packed up, left the espresso for some other lost soul, shot tattoo-boy a last look. He gave me a two-finger salute and a private smile. Like he saw me.

      My phone buzzed again as I slid into the driver’s seat. Sean Whitmore’s team.

      I hit play on my voicemail, let Sean’s voice drip through me as I peeled out onto the wet street.

      
        
          
            
              
        I want your next book, Lena. So fucking hot. More. Pages. Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      My hands shook as I drove. The project sat where Lucas swore, a pile of paper and panic, waiting on the passenger seat.

      Rain poured harder, Geneva dissolving outside my windshield. I barely saw the black Mercedes gliding up beside me.

      I turned onto Avenue de Champel. The University Hospital loomed ahead, a fortress of glass and concrete. It felt like it was waiting for something. Waiting for me.

      Then metal screamed against metal.

      My mind spun between Sean’s voice, Rachel’s deadline, Bordelle lace slicing into my ribs.

      The airbag exploded in my face. Lucas’s project flew.

      My mother’s voice echoed in my head: “Always wear good underwear. In case of an accident.”

      For a split second, all I could think was…

      Shit. Not the bra. Not the fucking bra.

      And then… everything went black.
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      I woke exactly three minutes before my alarm, as always. Six twenty-seven a.m. My body clock was more reliable than Swiss timing, a trait that had served me well in neurosurgery. Before everything went to hell.

      My fingers flexed unconsciously, remembering the precise control I’d once commanded in the OR. Now they swiped through my phone’s Tribune de Genève app, a morning ritual as bitter as black coffee. The business section’s headline made my jaw clench: Mark Monroe: Geneva’s Tech Revolutionary Transforms Modern Medicine. His photo dominated the screen, tech mogul, philanthropist, fucking bastard. Smiling that practiced smile that had convinced the medical board his devices were infallible. His latest “breakthrough” was making headlines. Again.

      I set the paper aside with surgical precision. Control. Always control.

      But lately, it felt like a costume I was wearing for everyone else’s benefit. Underneath, the seams were starting to split.

      Elsa, the one-eyed rescue cat my daughter insisted we keep, curled at my feet. She’d claimed the end of my bed as her kingdom, Egyptian cotton sheets be damned. I’d tried to keep her out. She’d tried to eat my shoelaces. We’d reached a silent agreement: she wins. Some battles weren’t worth fighting. Others… well.

      The apartment was silent except for Elsa’s purring and the faint hum of the espresso machine warming up in the kitchen. I moved through my morning routine with the same precision I’d once brought to the OR: five kilometers on the treadmill, timed down to the second. Shower at 37.2° Celsius. Exact.  Shave, suit, tie. Tom Ford, dark grey. White shirt. Cufflinks Sophie gave me my last birthday.

      By seven-fifteen, I was in the kitchen, making banana pancakes for my daughter. She was the only chaos I allowed in my life and even she had her boundaries. Eleven years old, whip-smart, and already better at reading people than most adults I knew. Including Mark Monroe’s board of directors.

      Sophie padded in, rubbing sleep from her eyes, clutching her latest book like a lifeline. “Morning, Papa.”

      “Morning, Soph.” I poured batter into the pan, making sure the pancakes were the exact size she liked. My phone buzzed quietly—a confirmation text. Everything was in position for later. I dismissed it without looking. “You sleep okay?”

      She shrugged, sliding onto the stool at the island. “Had a weird dream. But I finished my book.” She pushed the battered paperback across the counter. The Princess Who Forgot Herself, by Lena Monroe.

      Something tightened in my chest. Lena Monroe. Mark’s perfect, neglected wife. The woman whose words had captivated my daughter. The final piece in a game months in the planning.

      “Is this the one about the girl who loses her memory?” I asked carefully, flipping a pancake.

      Sophie shook her head. “No, it’s about a girl who forgets who she is because everyone else keeps telling her who to be. It’s... I dunno. Sad, but also kind of hopeful.”

      I studied the book’s cover, noting the author photo. Lena Monroe looked nothing like her husband’s Instagram trophy wife. There was something raw in her eyes, something hungry. Something useful.

      And maybe, if I was honest, something that made my own chest ache in a way I hadn’t felt in years. Fuck.

      “She gets it, Papa,” Sophie continued, serious. “Like... when you have to start over. When someone’s just gone.”

      The weight of her words hit harder than intended. She meant her mother, the divorce. I thought of the OR. The last surgery. The moment everything changed because of Monroe’s faulty tech.

      The moment I stopped believing in happy endings. For patients. For myself.

      “She’s a good writer,” I said neutrally, checking my watch. 7:25. Almost time. “Maybe I’ll read it.”

      My phone buzzed. A message from an unlisted number:

      
        
          
            
              
        Avenue de Champel. Be ready.

      

      

      

      

      

      I deleted it immediately, something cold and precise settling in my chest. The coordinates were clear: Hôpitaux Universitaires de Genève, HUG. Where I’d once ruled the neurosurgery department, before everything changed. I’d be needed in the ER soon. Very soon.

      “Is everything okay?” Sophie asked, too perceptive.

      “Just work,” I smiled, ruffling her curls. “You know how it is.”

      She didn’t look convinced. She never did. Sometimes I wondered if she saw right through me, the way I saw through everyone else.

      I dropped her at school by eight, watched until she disappeared into the crowd. Then I headed to the HUG, where I still had consulting privileges despite everything. Despite Monroe’s “revolutionary” device destroying my career there. Where I’d be perfectly positioned when they brought Lena Monroe in.

      The hours passed in their usual rhythm. Two consultations. One meeting. I stayed close to the ER, reviewing charts. Waiting. My phone remained silent, everything proceeding as it should. The familiar antiseptic smell of HUG’s trauma center brought back memories, both bitter and sweet.

      My pager stayed silent until exactly 9:47.

      Trauma incoming. Female, 37, MVA. Head injury, possible LOC. Lena Monroe. No significant medical history.

      Perfect.

      Everything was unfolding by the book. My book. I moved fast, sliding into the controlled chaos of the ER. The trauma team was already assembling, just like I’d anticipated. I grabbed the chart as the paramedics wheeled her in, mentally ticking off each detail.

      But then I saw her.

      Unconscious. Blood trickling from a cut above her eyebrow, hair matted and tangled. Her skin was paler than I’d expected, lips tinged with blue.

      Exactly as planned.

      Almost.

      A flicker of something cold twisted in my gut. I’d wanted her vulnerable, not… this. Not broken. Not bleeding out on my table.

      For a split second, I wondered if I’d miscalculated. If I’d crossed a line even I couldn’t uncross. Was this what I wanted? Was this who I was?

      Then her eyelids fluttered.

      What I hadn’t planned for was the way my pulse jumped when her eyes fluttered open. Hazel, flecked with gold, dazed and unfocused. Beautiful.

      Just for a heartbeat, I forgot why I was here. Forgot the plan. Just a woman, bleeding, looking at me like I was the only thing anchoring her to this world. Fuck.

      “Lena,” I said, voice calm, professional. “You’re in the hospital. You were in a car accident. Can you tell me your name?”

      She blinked, lips parting. “Lena. Monroe.” Her voice was hoarse, uncertain.

      I squeezed her hand, just for a second. “You’re safe. We’re going to take care of you.”

      Her fingers tightened around mine, desperate. Trusting.

      My thumb brushed her pulse. It was racing. Or maybe it was mine. I let go too quickly, afraid of what I might do if I didn’t.

      Stepping back into the familiar armor of professionalism. Control. Always control.

      But I watched her. She was fragile. Disoriented. Still clinging to my touch.

      Mark Monroe’s wife. Collateral. Leverage.

      But also the woman who wrote the book that made my daughter feel seen.

      The perfect weapon.

      The one who will help me destroy her husband.
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